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Chapter One - Lone Wolf by Xanthe

To love a person isto learn the song
That isin ther heart,
And to sing it to them
When they have forgotten.
~ By Anonymous ~

The scent of the sawdust is the first thing he smells when he's shoved into the holding pen.
His bout is the next but one, and his gut clenches in anticipation, the heat rising in his blood.
He can’t wait to get out there and start fighting.

The drugs they force into him before every fight are coursing through his body, making him
angry, horny, and desperate to slam his fists into an opponent he hasn't even seen.

There' s someone else in the pen with him — the kid who is going to fight before him. He's
naked apart from the black hood around his head, fastened in place with a chain. Gibbs sighs.
A newbie; newbies are always hooded before their first fight.

The gate to the holding pen is opened, and the kid’ s guard leans down and jabs him on the
shoulder with a cattle prod. The kid makes a startled, gasping sound and runs forward into the

pit.

The referee removes the kid’ s hood, and the crowd roarstheir approval as the fight
commentator introduces the newcomer. He has brown hair, a soft body and pale skin, and he
looks like what he is— a lamb to the daughter.

The gate to the holding pen slams shut, and Gibbs watches through the bars as the kid
stumbles around in the pit, looking bemused. The poor guy has no ideawhat’s in store for
him.

Over on the opposite side of the pit, another fighter is released from his holding pen and goes
careening out, roaring at the top of his voice to psych himself up. Gibbs recognizes this one
asthe veteran of several fights. He'satall, lean, scarred man, covered in tattoos, who likes
playing up to the crowd to get them on his side. Gibbs grunts; this won't be much of afight.
It won't be long before it's his turn.

The smell of the sawdust they use to line the pit always puts him in fight mode, ramping up
his adrenaline, and making him eager to get out there and get on with it. As he waits his turn
the other, familiar scents of Fight Night filter in too; he can smell hot meat, asthe sick
bastards watching from the bleachers munch on burgers and hotdogs. Then there’ s the sweset,
sickly scent of the oil he rubs into his skin in his pre-fight prep, to make it harder for his
opponents to get a grip on him. He can also smell blood; there's plenty of it, mingled with the
sawdust in the pit.

A huge roar goes up from the watching crowd as the newbie goes down. He won't be getting
up again. The tattooed guy runs around the edge of the pit, stoking up their frenzy, doing a
victory lap, yelling and screaming his head off at them. They yell back at him, enjoying the
show he's putting on.



Gibbs watches as the crowd starts collecting bets. A hell of alot of money rides on these
fights —the gambling is an integral part of the night's entertainment. As iswhat comes next...

The victor finishes doing his victory dance around the pit and then turns back to the newbie,
who is scrabbling frantically to get away, his fingers opening and closing feebly in the
sawdust, looking for purchase. Gibbs watches impassively. The kid would be better to just
give in and take it; it's going to happen anyway, and the alternative is so much worse.

A hum of anticipation rises from the crowd, and they start screaming as the victor returnsto
claim his prize for winning. A loud chant of "Fuck him! Fuck him! Fuck him!" arises from
the audience, and the victor grins— and obliges.

The kid's mouth opens in a how! of pain mingled with disbelief. Asanewbie, thisis hisfirst
experience of what losing means. Tattoo guy is as much a showman with the fucking as he is
with the fighting, and he spears the kid on his cock and takes his time, enjoying his reward.
The crowd’ s chanting fades, and Gibbs can see them watching with akind of sick intensity as
the kid is fucked into the sawdust. There's no lube. No stretching. No condoms. It’s as raw
and basic as the fighting was. I1t’s no more than rutting. A few short months ago it sickened
him, but now he's seen it so often that he has no reaction.

Then it’s over. Tattoo guy comes with aroar that the crowd echoes back at him, and then the
blond kid is being pulled through the sawdust and thrown back into a holding pen over the
other side of the pit. He's now the property of the victor's owner, who already has an
impressive stable of fighters. The kid was badly beaten, and his nose looked broken at the
end, but Gibbs is sure he'll live to fight another day. Maybe next time he'll fight harder now
he knows what losing feels like.

Behind him, Gibbs hears the next fighter being shoved into the holding pen. He glances at
him and sees that it's someone from his owner's stable — a skinny man in his early twenties
called Steve — an average fighter with no killer instinct. Gibbs barely spares him a glance
before turning back to the pit.

Fresh sawdust is being strewn on the ground, and Gibbs concentrates on getting ready for his
own fight. He takes a final handful of oil from the trough in the holding pen and rubs it over
himself. He can see his opponent in the holding pen on the other side of the pit. HEsa big
guy — bigger than him — but that has never made Gibbs afraid of an opponent yet. Gibbs
watches him oiling himself up, applying one last coat before stepping into the ring, just as
Gibbs has done. Gibbs studies him carefully — and smiles when he sees what he's looking for.

"Why are you smiling?' Steve asks. Gibbs glares at him. He doesn't like anyone talking to
him just before afight; he needs to focus.

"Because he just lost the fight, right there,” Gibbs snaps, picking up a handful of sawdust and
rubbing it over his handsto dry off any remaining oil from his palms.

"How?" Steve islooking at him with an expression of combined awe and fear. They all look
at him that way. He's the veteran of more fights than he can remember, and he's won every
single one of them. His victories have swelled his owner's stable with new fighters and made
the bastard a small fortune in the process.



"He oiled his asshole. That means, in his head, there's the possibility he might lose." Gibbs
shrugs.

"It's true then. You don't ever oil your asshole?" Steve asks in barely more than a shocked
whisper.

"Never." Gibbs looks straight ahead.
"But if you lose..."
"Then I'd better make sure | don't lose," Gibbs growls angrily, turning on the other man.

Steve shrinks back against the bars of the holding pen, and Gibbs controls his urge to slam his
fist into his face. He turns back to the pit instead, forcing himself to concentrate.

The pit is ready, and the crowd settles back into their seats. It's time.

A hush descends on the pit, and the gate to his holding pen opens. One of his owner’s men
sticks a cattle prod through the bars to force him out, but he jumps away from it and strides
out into the pit. He goes there on his own terms. They might make him play this sick game,
but he won't give them any more control than he has to.

A roar from the crowd greets him. He's become notorious in the past few months, and they
love watching him fight. He never pays them any attention. He doesn't work the crowd like
some do. He doesn't play up to them, or roar back at them. He doesn’t try to get them onside,
or win their support. He ignores them. They seem to love him for it, enjoying his complete
contempt for them.

He knows they love watching him win, but he also knows they’d love to see him lose even
more. They want to see him go down, brought to his knees and humbled. They long for him
to be beaten to a pulp and then fucked into the sawdust by his opponent. They want to see
him punished for his disdain even asthey love him for it.

It won't happen. He made himself a promise when this started, and he'll keep it. He'd rather
die than be fucked for their enjoyment.

There are no weapons. There's just him and his opponent. They are both naked, both oiled,
and both hopped up to their eyeballs on the drugs their owners have forced into them.

Gibbs measures up his opponent the way he always does before a fight. He doesn’t look at
the man's features. He can't afford to see him as a person; he’s just someone to be
vanquished.

His opponent is about six one or two. He has broad shoulders, muscled forearms, and big,
strong legs. He looks like one of the tougher opponents Gibbs has faced. He's probably
military or ex-military; most of the best fighters in this vile tournament are. He's clearly an
experienced combatant — his skin is laced with scars and bruises, and the majority of them are
recent, probably gained in the pit. Gibbs's skin is the same — among all the old scarsis now a
network of new ones that he's acquired over the past few months.



There are no rules. Y ou fight until someone goes down and stays down. Nobody gives a
damn about fairness or a clean fight. Hell, this audience loves some dirty moves. That’s
another reason they love him; he’'s never afraid to land alow punch, or use his nails and teeth
to win afight. He knows he's hurt and maimed during fights. He doesn’t think he's ever
killed; he never lets himself go that far. But it’s possible some of the men he fought died of
their injuries later. He doesn't allow himself to think about that.

Gibbs forgets the audience. He forgets everything but the opponent in front of him. He can
hear the sound of his own breathing, feel the blood thrumming through his veins, and the
surge of fighting energy that rises up inside.

He circles his opponent warily, mentally mapping the guy’s likely weaknesses and strengths.
The other man is listing slightly to the left, probably the result of a sprained ankle or a pulled
calf muscle. He's compensating well, but it might make him unsteady if he’s hit from the
right angle.

When they first threw Gibbs into the pit, they thought he'd get wiped out in his debut bout.
He'sahell of alot older than most of the fighters he's encountered, but it's his age and
experience that have given him the edge. It’s not just that though — it's also hisraw
determination. Unlike Steve back there, he does have killer instinct. He aways has. It's what
enabled him to be such a good sniper when he was in the Corps. He can kill, he has killed,
and he's prepared to kill again. It’s that smple.

He breathes deeply and evenly, oblivious to everything but his opponent now. He is cool and
calm, but under the surface he nurses every old wound he's ever had, needing to feel them
again now, to use them to fuel him to victory.

He only killed Pedro Hernandez once, but since then he's killed him countless times again in
his head. Thistime is no exception. Gibbs remembers his dead wife and child and how they
were torn from him in an act of cowardly violence, leaving his life in ruins and his future
shattered. He remembers the hate and anger he felt towards Hernandez, and he gathersit in,
channels it, and when his opponent moves towards him he explodes.

He lands several fast, hard punches to his opponent's jaw and then dances back out of reach,
taking just a glancing blow to hisribs in the process. His opponent is growling loudly, trying
to psych himself into the fight, but Gibbs remains silent. His right shoulder is still sore from
last week’s fight, but he never lets it show. He can't afford to give anything away — no
glimmer of weakness, or anything to give his opponent hope.

They move forward again and exchange a few more blows. Gibbs continuously probes the
man’ s weaknesses, landing several punches that confirm his suspicion that his opponent’s left
leg is hisweak spot.

They draw back, and Gibbs controls his breathing so it doesn’t look as if he’s winded by that
last punch to his gut. He doesn’t acknowledge the blood he can feel dripping down the side of
his face from a cut above his eye. No weakness. No weakness. No weakness. He remembers a
long line of fresh-faced boys he trained back in the Corps; he is putting into practice all the
lessons he taught them. He remembers the boxing ring back at NCI S too, and another young
man he trained how to fight...and he pushes that thought away. He can’t afford a moment’s
lapse in concentration.



He stares his opponent out, looking him straight in the eyes, and he sees a glimmer of fear
there. Then he knows that he has won. His reputation has gone before him. His run of
victories has given him an aura of invincibility and that gives him the edge. Half the battle
always takes place in the mind; Gibbs knows he can win, but his opponent has doubts, and
it’ s the doubts that will take him down.

His opponent is still gazing at him, trying to find some chink in his armour. He won't. Gibbs
goesin fagt, feints sideways, and then shoves his knee into the man's balls — hard. His
opponent goes backwards with a groan, but Gibbs gives him no time to recover and goes after
him. He throws a punch, shoves a foot against that weak left ankle, and wipes the man’s legs
out from under him. His opponent lands on the sawdust with a thud, and Gibbs ison him
immediately, landing one good punch after another.

It feels satisfying to crunch his fist into flesh, and he goes fast and hard, wanting to end this
with the minimum amount of damage to them both. He can feel his opponent’s erection
poking into his thigh, but that's not unusual during afight. God knows what all these drugs
have done to their body chemistry, but Gibbs spends half his time wanting to fight and the
other half wanting to fuck, and often both at once. It's no different for any of the other
fighters.

He senses it when the resistance leaves his opponent but he stays alert; playing dead isa
common tactic, and he is not going to be toppled when he's this close to victory.

The fight referee stepsin for the first time — he' sreally only there to declare if afight is over
or not —and to use his cattle prod if the fighters refuse to engage or are slowing down too
much.

Looking down into his opponent’s green eyes, Gibbs sees that he's definitely gone down.
There is something about him that is familiar, something that Gibbs thinks he should
recognize, but in his drugged, fight-heightened state he can't place it. Gibbs steps back
warily, never taking his eyes off his opponent. The referee waves a hand in his direction,
confirming his victory, and the crowd erupts.

"Wolfman! Wolfman! Wolfman!" the chant goes up. All the contestants in this surreal
version of WWE have stupid names. Bone Crusher, Caveman, Fat Prick...and hisis
Wolfman. Maybe it’s the wolfish way he pursues his prey around the pit and silently
dispenses each and every one of them, or maybe it’s because his shorn grey hair gives him a
grizzled appearance. He has no ideawhy, and he really doesn’t give a damn.

He looks back down at his defeated opponent. What comes next is, like the fighting,
something he has no choice about. It’s an integral part of this nightmare world he was
plunged into al those months ago, and something he has to do to survive.

Hetried to refuse the first time, only to be told that refusal isn't an option. Either he fucks his
defeated opponent, or the baying mob decides whether the winner or the loser paysthe
ultimate price for hisrefusal.

Gibbs believes the stewards of this nightmare game from hell whenever they threaten him; he
knows the cost of refusal. He once watched from behind the holding pen bars as the winner of
the bout before his was unable to get it up. He saw the mob screaming out their verdict, and a



well-dressed man in the stands making the final decision. He witnessed the referee delivering
a swift shot to the losing contestant’s head, like a horse being put out of its misery, and the
sudden, shocked silence after. He remembers the long river of blood flowing into the sawdust
and the way they dragged the poor, dead bastard from the pit, leaving an angry, red stain
where he'd died.

Gibbs has always been able to get it up. He has the drugs to thank for that because he sure as
hell finds nothing attractive about the bloody, sweaty bodies of the poor bastards he defeats in
the pit. He knows they have as little choice about fighting in this obscene arena as he does,
and once the fight isover he can't hate them. He always does his best to make it as fast and
painless as he can.

His opponent's glassy eyes are fixed on him, filled with hopeless resignation. Gibbs doesn’t
say aword. He just rolls him over, pulls him onto his knees, and enters him with one quick,
hard thrust.

He is both glad that his body responds and hates that it responds at the same time. He knows
he has no choice, but his body feels the pleasure anyway, and he needsto feel it in order to
finish the job.

Agent Leroy Jethro Gibbs of NCIS is appalled by what he’s doing, but his dark side seizes
the moment, taking pleasure in the fruits of his victory, and relishes being able to claim the
prize he has won. He knows he doesn’t have the luxury of all these conflicting emotions, so
he shuts them down as ruthlessly as he just fought.

He puts an arm around the man’s midriff and pulls him up and back against his own body,
fucking him quickly but forcefully. It feels good to ease some of his sexual frustration in this
guy’s body. The drugs make him think about sex all the time —when he’ s not thinking about
fighting.

Then he’ s done. He comes with a growl, allowing himself to savour the moment for just a
second, and then he pulls out, releasing his tight grip on the defeated fighter’s body. The man
dropsto the ground and sprawls face down in the sawdust, panting heavily.

Gibbs gets up and strides back to his holding pen. Steve is waiting there, smiling and
clapping as Gibbs returns.

"Wow, you really took him down! He was a big fucker too! Shit, you’ ve got some good
moves."

"What the hell are you doing?' Gibbsroars a him, and Steve falls back against the bars of
the cage. "Get ready for your own damn fight. Focus on that!"

Steve's eyes widen, and he nods and turns away. Gibbs remembers him now that the red mist
of the fight is over. He fought him — and beat him — a few weeks ago; that's how Steve came
to be in his owner's stable.

“You can’t afford to lose concentration for a second,” Gibbs growls, and then he's prodded
out of the holding pen by McGuire — one of his owner’s men — and escorted back to the truck



at gunpoint. McGuire starts wrapping the familiar chains around his wrists and legs while
Ellis holds a gun to his head, and within seconds he's weighted down again.

His owner comes over, smiling broadly. He's in his mid-fifties, bald with a big, soft paunch.
His name is James Scott, and he’ s some kind of businessman. He's the kind of guy you could
imagine going to the operaor the ballet. Somehow he seems incongruous in this setting, but
this sport seems to attract all kinds, judging by the audiences Gibbs has been performing to.

"Good fight, Leroy," Scott says. "Well done! He was a tough opponent too — been on the
circuit the entire season and won most of his fights. This was another great victory!"

"Some victory. | still get to go back in chains—as usual.” Gibbs jerks his head at the chains.

Scott ignores the complaint. "I had no idea you'd prove to be such a good investment when |
bought you! The way this season is going, I'll have enough to take on the big boys by the end.
Y ou're my passport to the big time, Leroy!"

"Great," Gibbs says, flat and sour.

"I'll see you get aglass of the finest bourbon for your victory, Leroy," Scott tells him, patting
hisarm asif he's a prize racehorse. Maybe he is.

McGuire chains him into the truck to await transportation back to the stable. There are no
windows in the truck, and his chains are fastened to the wall to keep him secure. It’s always
the same — a very smoothly run operation with never even the smallest chance of escape.
Whoever runs this sick tournament has money and connections. Gibbs has seen gleaming
l[imos coming and going, and the stable and holding pens he's moved between are all
expensive.

He's caught sight of what he suspects were a couple of Saudi princes and some wealthy Texas
oilmen. Y ou have to berich to afford the fighters. His own price was just a few thousand on
first sale, but now he knows he’ s worth about $250,000 to Scott. He's a winner, and winners
go up in value with every single successful fight. Not that Scott would sell him. He's
grooming him to win the entire season and give Scott the kind of clout and influence within
the cartel that he craves so much that Gibbs can almost smell it.

Gibbsisinthetruck for what feels like an hour or two, while the night’s entertainment
continues outside. He can hear the occasional roar from the crowd. He's still naked, but he's
become used to that. They don’t let them have clothes, maybe because it makes it harder for
them to run away, or because they don’t want them to have access to anything that might aid
them in a suicide attempt; no belts, or shoelaces, or anything they could tie together to make a
noose. Or maybe it’s because they want to make it clear to the fighters that they are nothing,
that their old lives are over, and they have no identity outside the pit. Their sole purpose isto
fight and fuck on cue to entertain the audience and bring glory to their owners. Nothing else
exists for them.

He' stired —the drugs are starting to wear off and that, combined with the adrenaline high
fading, makes him feel suddenly drained. He's so weary of this, and if he has too much time
to think the dark moods take over. He can’t think about what he just did back there, or who
he has become. He can’'t allow himself to do anything except survive.



The truck door opens, and a man is thrown inside. Gibbs recognizes him as his defeated
opponent of the evening. He is Scott's prize — his winnings — and the new addition to his
stable, won for him by Gibbs's skill and ruthlessness in the pit.

The newcomer is chained too, and his head lolls back against the wall. His skin looks almost
grey in colour, and Gibbs hopes he isn't too badly hurt. Scott's doctor will check him out
when they get back to the stable in the usual post-fight examination.

As he studies the man's face, that niggle of recognition he had earlier suddenly hits him.
"Hurrell? Lieutenant Sam Hurrell?"

One of the man's eyelids flickers open. The other is swollen shut. "Yeah,” he mutters. "How
did you...?'

Gibbs gives atight, ironic smile. "Y ou're the reason I'm here. Y our wife told me you weren't
adeserter, and | believed her."

Hurrell's good eye glows in the dark truck and then the glow fades sadly, and shame floods in
instead. Gibbs almost wishes he hadn't mentioned the man's wife.

"Jan's okay?" Hurrell asks huskily.

"She was fine when | last saw her, but she’s worried about you. She convinced me that you'd
never go AWOL, so | came looking for you."

"You...?'
"Agent Gibbs. NCIS." Or at least that's who he was once. Now he's not so sure.

"Oh fuck." Hurrell's grey skin istinged with a flush of pink. "Sorry | got you dragged into
this, Gibbs. They took me...was out drinking with my friends..."

"I know. They gave statements.”
"On my way home...walking...the bastards must have been following me. Just took me."

"Seemed like you'd vanished into thin air. We investigated — found nothing. But | must have
asked the right questions in the wrong place because..." He shrugs.

One minute he'd been drinking while working in his basement, and the next he'd blacked out.
Whatever they'd laced his bourbon with was so strong he went down fast and was out of it for
hours. He had been mercifully groggy throughout the whole humiliating ordeal of being
purchased by Scott —a middle-ranking member of the cartel that runs these human dogfights,
or 'modern-day gladiatorial contests as Scott grandly likesto call them.

“Sorry,” Hurrell says again, looking down.

“Don’t apologise. Sign of weakness,” Gibbs snaps back automatically.



Hurrell still has an erection. He flushes again and glances up at Gibbs. “Damn it, what the
hell isin that shit they inject into us before the fights?’

“Viagra. Testosterone.” Gibbs shrugs. “And fuck knows what else.” He wonders what Abby
would find if she looked at his blood through her microscope right now.

“Fucking bastards.”
“Yeah.”

Then there is suddenly nothing else to say. Gibbs thinks he’s should feel something, some
kind of connection to the man who is the reason he’s here, but he doesn’'t. He doesn’t feel
anything. It’sas if that Gibbs was someone else. He felt the same way after Shannon and
Kelly died; the life he had when he was a husband and father died with them. Now the life he
once lived as an NCI S agent has gone too. He's not that man anymore.,

Since he was taken, he's been forced to fight once aweek in various venues. After each fight
he is returned to Scott’s stable and made to perform a physical exercise regimen and daily
training fightsin preparation for the next contest. It’s relentless, and it’s been his life for so
long now that he finds it hard to remember who he once was. Not that it metters; he doesn’t
have the luxury of dwelling on the past if he's to stand any chance of surviving the present.

Hurrell clears histhroat, and Gibbs knows what he is going to say before he saysiit.

"So, if you're here...isthere...any chance...?" Hurrell looks almost afraid to be asking the
question, and Gibbs understands his dilemma. He wants to know if there's any chance of
rescue, but at the same time he doesn't want whatever small nugget of hope he's been nursing
to be taken away.

"No," Gibbs replies shortly, removing that hope as swiftly and cleanly as he fought and
fucked back in the pit.

Gibbs shuts his eyes and leans his head back against the wall of the truck. It’s been five
months since he was taken, and in his darker moments he can’t help wondering if histeam is
even still looking for him.

"Director Vance." Tony nods his head at the director as he takes his place at the conference
table in his office, for their usual weekly briefing meeting.

"Agent DiNozzo." Vance nods back curtly.

Tony places the bulging case file on the table in front of him and opens it. Vance sits back in
his chair, and Tony notices the toothpick between his fingers. That isn't good. He's become

proficient at reading Vance over the past few months, and the appearance of the toothpick is
never agood sign.



Tony launches into an update, talking fast, aware that he doesn't have his audience's full
attention. Vance has crossed one leg over the other and is tapping the toothpick impatiently
onthetable.

"So, what you're saying, Agent DiNozzo, isthat you're no further forward this week than last
week?' Vance interrupts him.

"That's not entirely true..."”
"And | have my best team working a case that's rapidly turning cold."

Tony looks up sharply. "It's not a cold case, Director. We still have leads. We will find Agent
Gibbs."

"And in the meantime, this agency's solve rate is going down the pan because you and your
team are occupied elsewhere.”

Tony shuts the file with aterse flick of hiswrist. "It would help if we got some co-operation
but every warrant | file gets refused, and every avenue of investigation | open up leadsto a
dead end. My calls don't get returned, and the local LEOs obstruct me wherever | go. How
the hell am | supposed to find Gibbs when there's a wall of silence around this case that not
even my badge and this agency's name can penetrate?’

Vance sticks the toothpick in his mouth and gazes at him mutely.

"|s there something going on that | don't know about, sir?' Tony emphasizes the last word
sarcastically.

"I don't know what the hell you mean," Vance says, but Tony can see a flicker of something
in his almost inscrutable brown eyes. "SecNav is concerned about our solverate. | can't keep
one team working one case indefinitely. Y ou've had five months. At some point we have to
call it aday, DiNozzo."

Tony sits back in his chair. "And have we reached that point, Director? Isthat what you're
telling me?'

Vance has the graceto at least look uncomfortable. "Yes, | am."

"You'rereally telling usto give up on one of our own people? To give up on Gibbs?' Tony
doesn't raise his voice, but he thinks his white hot anger is clearly conveyed all the same.

Vance gives a heavy sigh. “It pains me, Agent DiNozzo, but you've tried hard enough for
long enough — and it does you credit that you haven’t given up long before now. But you
can’'t go on forever. It’stime to move on. You' ve been running the MCRT for the past five
months, so I’'m going to make that official, and give you the job title and pay raise to match.”
He gives abig smile. “Y ou’re the special agent in charge as of now, DiNozzo.
Congratulations on your promotion.”



Tony gives adisbelieving laugh. "Oh my God, | must have a problem with my ears!” He
slaps both his ears dramatically with the palms of his hands. “Because | could have sworn |
heard you trying to buy me off! Isthat what | heard, Director?’

Vance grits his teeth. “Of course not. I’ m just saying — it’stime you were paid your due.
You've led that team and led it well for the past few months. Take the promotion and the pay
rise, DiNozzo. You've earned it.”

Tony shakes his head. “Have you no shame, Director Owens?'

Vance stiffens and sits up at Tony’s use of that particular name. "What the hell...?"

"I thought it wastime to stop pretending,” Tony interrupts. "Your real name is Tyler Keith
Owens, and unlike the real Leon Vance, you were never aMarine. Want to know how | know
this?'

Vance's eyes flicker angrily. “You're on very dangerous ground here, DiNozzo.”

"I know this because if you were, you'd never leave a man behind. ‘ Semper fi’, remember? I f
you were missing, if you'd been taken, | can tell you without a shadow of a doubt that Gibbs
would never give up on you, Director. He'sa Marine. Y ou never were."

“How did you...?

“I’ ve been through everything Gibbs ever touched with a fine toothcomb these past few
months. It’s surprising what he had stashed away.” Tony shrugs.

"Damn it, DiNozzo — I'm not the one shutting this down!" There isa hint of guilt in Vance's
eyes, and Tony knows his barbs have hit home. "We all have our orders, Tony," Vance adds
softly.

So that's it. SecNav is behind this; he's the one shutting down the investigation. Tony isn't
surprised; it's become very clear to him over the past five months that his investigation is
being hampered at the highest level.

"Y ou need to understand..." Vance begins.

"Oh, | understand, sir." Tony gives atight smile. "You're just following orders. | understand
that very well." His voice drips sarcasm.

Vance slams hisfist on the table. "I don't give a damn what you think you understand,
DiNozzo. Just understand *this*. Y our investigation into the disappearance of Lieutenant
Hurrell and Agent Gibbs is over as of now. You're done here."

Tony nods slowly. Then he stands up. He's planned for this; hell, he was expecting it. "I
believe | have six weeks leave accrued, sir. I'll be taking it with immediate effect."

Vance sighs. "Fine. Do this the hard way, DiNozzo. Y ou can have your six weeks, but when
they're up | expect you back at your desk, working the cases *1* give you."



Tony gathers up the bulging file and walks stiffly towards the door.

"And DiNozzo? Don't use the badge during your leave. If | hear you've used this agency's
name in your own private investigation..."

Tony turns, and for a second his usual controlled mask isn't in place, and he sees Vance
visibly recoil from what he sees on his face. Then he gets himself under control and forces his
mask back on.

"That's fine. Here —I'll leave it with you for safe-keeping. I’ m not feeling too proud about
wearing it these days anyway."

He walks back over to the table, removes the badge from his belt, and puts it down with
deliberate disdain in front of Vance.

Vance reaches out and grabs hiswrist. "Don't be an idiot, DiNozzo. Read between the lines;
thisis way out of your league.”

Tony laughs, and Vance looks up at him, a surprised expression on his face.

"Sorry..." Tony says between chuckles. "See, | can live with being thought an idiot, Director.
Hell, I'm used to it! That won't keep me up at night!" He snaps off the laugh and leans in
close. "What | can't live with is the thought of abandoning a friend. Now that, Director, really
would keep me up at night. Maybe you’ ve found away to live with yourself, but | know |
never could if | did that."

Vance shakes his head. "Look, DiNozzo, | know how you feel about Gibbs..."

Tony stiffens and pulls his arm out of Vance's grasp. "No. Really. Y ou dont. If you did, we
wouldn't be having this conversation.” Then he turns and walks out of Vance's office without
looking back.

It’s probably mid-morning by the time they get back, but inside the stable they work to a
different timetable. When it’s daytime outside, it’s nighttime within, keeping the fighters
body clocks tuned so they’re alert to fight at night.

The venues for the fights change regularly; sometimes they’re close to the stable and other
timesthey're along drive away. This one was several hours' drive, but Gibbs has no idea
where the stable or the venue are because the truck has no windows.

The truck drives straight into the stable, and the fighters are removed one by one, with a
heavy escort. It's along, slow operation, and Gibbs snoozes through most of it. Finally it’'s
histurn.

He knows the routine. He's taken to the showers first and that’ s where his chains are
removed. Armed guards watch him shower, and then he’s escorted along the hallway to the
doctor’ s office.



Dr Tanner is ayoung, skinny guy with red hair, and freckled skin. He's on Scott’s payroll,
and Gibbs long since stopped trying to appeal to the man’s better nature. When Gibbs first
arrived, he spent some time trying to win the doctor over, but Tanner’s weak and likes his
regular large pay check too much. He's also got a gambling problem, and he loves the high
he gets off the fights.

Gibbs hopes Tanner won his bets tonight. When the doc wins, he floats his way through the
post-fight medical exams, and they go much easier. When he loses...then the bastard can be
brutal with his patients.

He clearly won tonight. He grins as he checks Gibbs over, examining his knuckles and ribs,
assessing the damage.

“Saw you take a punch here,” he says, pressing down hard on Gibbs'sribs. Gibbs sucksin a
low growl. “Not broken —just bruised. You'll be fine to fight again next week.”

He removes his latex gloves, reaches for his clipboard, and fills in some details on Gibbs's
chart.

“I’m increasing your meds. The fights only get tougher from here on in, Leroy. Gotta make
sure you're at your best.” He gives a little giggle. The good doctor aso has a coke habit, and
Gibbs can see he's been indulging tonight; he usually does on Fight Nights.

“By increasing the amount of that shit you inject into me and shove down my throat?’ Gibbs
growls.

Tanner shrugs and looks up, meeting his eyes, suddenly serious. “Y ou wannawin, don’t
you?’

Gibbs stares at him for along moment and then gives a taut nod. He does. That’s a promise
he made to himself during hisfirst fight, and he intends to keep it.

“Then trust me.” Tanner giggles again. “I’ ve been getting the dose right o far. I’ [l keep you
good and angry and horny when you step into the pit. I’ ve got everything riding on you to
win, Leroy! It'sin my best interest to keep you fighting fit.”

“Glad to hear it,” Gibbs says sarcastically, but it’s lost on Tanner. "These drugs even
licensed, Tanner?

Tanner shrugs. "Some of ‘em.”

Gibbs doesn't even want to think about what the long term side effects might be — if he lives
long enough for that to ever be an issue.

The doctor mixes a concoction of drugs into a plastic cup of water and then hands it to Gibbs.
When given orally, the drugs are always dissolved in liquid; there's never any chance you can
pretend to swallow but keep them in your mouth. “Drink.”

Gibbs takes the cup and gazes @t it distastefully. His personal guard shifts, his hand going to
the whip tucked into his belt, his meaning all too clear. Gibbstried to get out of taking the



drugs once and took awhipping for his defiance, so he knows there's no point refusing. He
downs the liquid in two gulps, refusing to gag on the vile taste. The doctor hands him a clean
cup of water, and he drinks that quickly too, to wash the unpleasant taste of the drugs out of
his mouth.

He' s signed off, and the guards escort him back to his stall at gunpoint. The stall is a narrow
metal cell, with atoilet in one corner and a mattress on the floor. There’s one pillow and one
blanket. But today, something is different. There's another mattress on the floor and another
occupant: Lieutenant Hurrell.

“Get out,” Gibbs snaps.
Hurrell sits up, looking confused. “But they said | wasto deep in here...”

“We're running out of space because of all the fighters you keep winning for us,” McGuire
tells Gibbs with a grin.

“| said, get the fuck out. | don’t share with anyone,” Gibbs growls.

“Don’t be so hasty. Y ou might want the company,” McGuire murmurs into hisear. “Y our
dose just went up. You'll be horny all the time...you’ Il want someone to fuck to take the edge
off it, or it’ll drive you nuts. If this one’s not your type, then how about that kid Steve?’

Gibbs makes no reply. He just turns, slowly, to glare at McGuire. They can make him fight,
and they can make him fuck his defeated opponent in the pit, but they can’t make him fuck
anyone just for his own pleasure, to “take the edge off it”.

McGuire shrugs. “Y our choice. | just thought you'd like a fuck buddy. Y ou'll change your
mind when your cock is hard all night long, and you wanna bury it balls deep in some piece
of ass just to stop it aching like a motherfucker. I've seen it before.”

The guard jerks his head, and Hurrell grabs his thin mattress and bedding and scuttles out of
the stall.

McGuire pushes Gibbs inside and shuts and locks the door behind him. Gibbs lies down on
the mattress and gazes up at the ceiling, relieved to finally be alone.

It might have been nice to have the company though. It might have helped stop the dark
thoughts he sometimes gets in the middle of the night.

“Better to be alone,” he growls, clamping down on the desire for company, conversation, and
human connection. 1t's a weakness he can't afford right now.

“Isit really better to be alone?’ alittle voice whispers inside his head. “Or were you just
afraid of the temptation? Maybe you were afraid you might wake up and find yourself
holding that poor bastard down while you pump into his tight hole...”

His cock is hard and aching at the thought, the new drugs causing waves of sexual energy to
sweep through his body. He ruts helplessly into his hand and even when he comes his cock
remains half hard afterwards.



He closes his eyes. Sleep is the one respite he gets from this nightmare; he hopes he won’t
have to wait too long for it to claim him.

Tony sitsin his car for afew minutes before finally getting out and forcing himself into
Starbucks. He isn't looking forward to this.

Jan Hurrell is a neat little woman with a sleek, dark brown bob. She looks up and sees him,
and her face breaks into a pathetically hopeful smile. He manages a smile in return — one of
his big, bright ones that never reach his eyes — and goes over to the table. She gesturesto the
cup of coffee waiting for him.

“I hope that’ sthe way you like it. | think it is,” she says. “I’ ve watched you order it often
enough!”

Hetakes asip and finds it’s just how he likes it. He nods and smiles his thanks, another of
those big, bright smiles.

“Y ou have bad news,” she says, and either his smile wasn’t big or bright enough, or this
brave, patient woman has learned to read him too well over the past five months.

“Yes.” He' s always been honest with her; he's not about to stop now. “I’m sorry, Jan, but the
case has been shut down as of this afternoon. I’ ve been forbidden to work on it.”

“Classified as officially AWOL. A deserter. The case has been closed.”

“And Gibbs?’

“A missing person.” Tony shrugs. “No link has ever been found between their
disappearances. Apart from the big, fat coincidence that they both disappeared without atrace
within a month of each other and nobody heard from them again,” he says bitterly. “And the

fact that Gibbs disappeared while investigating your husband’ s own disappearance.”

“So that’s it? | mean, there's no recourse? Nobody we can go to? No way we can change
their minds?’

“No.” Tony shakes his head. “To be honest, I’'m not surprised it’s come to this, Jan. I'vetold
you several times recently how hard it’s been. Everything | do, every way | turn, | come up
empty. At first | thought | wasn't trying hard enough. Now | realize it’s deliberate. Someone
has something to hide; something big.”

Jan’'s face is a picture of pinched misery. “Who?’

“I wish | knew.”

“I don’t understand. Do they think we can just wash our hands of them? That we can just
move on and forget about Sam and Gibbs?’ she asks in atone of disbelief.



“We're the little people. We don't matter to them. Sam and Gibbs don’t matter to them,”
Tony replies bitterly.

“Sam’s my husband! We' ve been married for nine years! | love him. It kills me every single
hour of the day, knowing he’s out there, being held somewhere against hiswill. How can |
forget him?’

“You can't, and neither can |.” Tony shakes his head. “I’ m taking the six weeks leave I'm
due, so | can continue the investigation.”

“Alone?’ She raises an eyebrow. “What about your team?’

“They support me, but they’re more use to me at NCIS so | told them to stay put.” He gives a
rueful smile as he remembers how hard it was convincing Abby to do that. She wanted them
all to resign and go looking for Gibbs, but he couldn’t see what use that would be. Haven't
they already spent virtually every waking hour for the past five months looking for Gibbs
with all the facilities of NCIS at their disposal?

“And what happens when your six weeks are up?’ Jan asks. “What then, Tony?’

“Then we'll see where we're at when we reach that point.”

Maybe then it’'ll be time for the entire team to resign and go renegade in their search for
Gibbs. He has to see what he can turn up during the next six weeks before he can make that
decision.

She looks suddenly afraid. “Be careful, Tony. Remember what happened to Agent Gibbs
when he first started poking into Sam'’ s disappearance — they took him too. | don’t want that
to happen to you. Promise me that won't happen to you too!”

“I can't promise that, but | can promise that | will never, ever give up on Sam or on Gibbs,
Y ou have my word.”

“I know.” She puts her hand over his, where it’ s resting on the table. “1 know that, Tony.”

“Someone is shutting this down — someone at the very top,” Tony tells her. “They took away
my badge, Jan.”

“Asif that would stop you,” she says scornfully. “If they thought that would stop you then
they don’'t know Tony DiNozzo very well!”

He glances at her, alittle surprised by her certainty, and she smiles at the question in his eyes.

“They can try their best to try to make us go away, but we won't. I’'m not the kind of person
who would ever give up on someone | love, and neither are you, Tony.”

He blinks, startled. “How did you...?’



“I seeit in your eyes every time we meet. You feel the same way about Gibbsthat | feel
about Sam. | saw through the big smile along time ago. | know you're hurting as much as |
am right now. How long have you been in love with him, Tony?’

It sthe first time anyone has ever called him on it, and now that it’s happened, he findsit’s
the most natural thing in the world to talk about it.

“Sincetheday | first met him.” He stirs his coffee aimlessly and then looks a her again. “He
was undercover, but | didn’'t know that at the time.” He smiles a the memory. “I had to arrest
him — took him down with a full body slam, and | think the minute he looked up a me | was
gone. | didn’t know it then, of course, but looking back...” He shrugs. “That was ten years
ago. | was acop at Baltimore PD, and he...kind of recruited me.”

She gives alittle smile. “Ten years —that’s about the same time as I’ ve been with Sam.” She
sgueezes his hand firmly. “He doesn’t know, does he?’

“I have no idea.” Tony shrugs. “I never told him, because he never showed any interest. Me,
I’ ve been sleeping with guys as well as girls since | was old enough to have sex...but he's
never shown any signs of being bisexual. It’s annoying,” he gives her alittle grin, “because |
was always so good at never falling for the straight boys. | used to look down on the idiots
who did. And | guess | always hoped that when | did fall in love, it'd be with agirl...just
because that’s easier.”

“I don’t think we can choose who we fall in love with, Tony,” she says softly.

“You think?’ he laughs out loud. “’ Cause if we could, | promise you | wouldn’t have fallen
for an ornery Marine with a bad taste in haircuts and an even worse taste in clothes!”

She laughs too. “ Sounds like Sam. | swear, when we first married | used to throw away one
item of clothing per week and smuggle in new things when he wasn’t looking. No taste
whatsoever!”

“Oh, if I could ever get my hands on Gibbs' s closet, | would make a bonfire of histerrible
Sears collection. Then I'd take him out and buy him some silk shirts in just the right shade to
show off those beautiful baby blues of his.”

They smile, faded, tight little smiles, and then they fall silent, each of them lost in their own
memories.

After awhile she picks up her purse and gets up. He gets up too, and she folds him into a
fierce hug, and they cling on to each other for the brief moment of comfort it affords.

“Same time next week?’ she murmurs into his shoulder.

“Well...maybe...” He hesitates and then draws away from her. “If I’'m not here, it's because
I’m out following a lead. Don’'t worry about me if that happens. Just...wait it out.”

She knows what he has planned; he can see it in her eyes. And she’ sworried for him, but she
wants her husband back, so she doesn't try to talk him out of it.



“I'll be here,” she says firmly. “I will be here, Tony, same place, same time, every week, until
you come here and tell me what happened to my husband.”

She gives him another firm hug, and then she leaves. Tony sits back down at the table after
she' sgone and stares into his coffee. It feels strange, after al these years, to have been called
on the one thing he has tried so hard to hide. He's surprised to find that he feels relieved that
someone finally knows. Someone knows, and understands, and isn’'t shocked, or horrified, or
judging him for it. It'sa small relief, in the grand scheme of things, but it unlocks something
inside him.

He' s on his own now, afree agent, and it’ stime to start acting like one. He's no longer bound
by the rules and regulations that came with wearing that badge, or the restrictions that came
with always hiding his true feelings. He' s not going to do that again. He is who he damn well
is, and he'll be damned if he pretends to be someone else.

Heisn't an NCIS agent right now. He's just a guy named Tony, who has been crazy in love
with a guy named Gibbs for nearly ten years.

Tony downs the coffee and then gets up, a decisive new energy thrumming through his veins.
What he knows, and what the people who stole Gibbs don’t know, is just how dangerous a
Tony DiNozzo in love can be.

But they’re about to find out.

He' s woken by the blare of the klaxon, as he has been for the past five months and the lights
areturned up to full blast in the hallway outside, flooding into the stall through the inset
window in the door. There are no lights in the individual stalls; there’s no need for them as
the fighters only go there to sleep — and to fuck. Gibbs often hears the unmistakable sound of
them fucking each other in the adjacent alls.

His stall door is opened, and he blinks as he steps out into the bright, artificial light in the
hallway. The building is made of a lightweight metal material, clearly intended to be a
temporary structure, easy to take down and reassemble somewhere else.

It's hard to tell in here, under the constantly bright lights, but he judges that it’s probably
evening outside.

There' s asubdued feeling in the air, the way there always is the day after afight. All that
adrenaline and the extra drugs they’re given on Fight Nights have left them drained. Several
of them are nursing bruises, and some of them have more serious injuries.

Gibbs glances around to assess the situation; he was too out of it in the truck last night to pay
much attention to who was coming back with them and who wasn't. Steve must have won his
fight because he' s there, although he's limping badly. Gibbs glances down to see that his
ankle is covered with bite marks.

“Think they’ll let me off next Fight Night?’ Steve asks him, as they’re herded towards the
showers.



“For just afew bites? Not achance,” Gibbs snorts.

Several broken fingers might win you a few weeks respite — no owner wants to risk losing a
fighter by fielding one too injured to stand a chance of winning. But other than that, if it’s just
apulled muscle, cuts and bruises, or aminor sprain, they’ll throw you out into the pit to fight
again the following week.

Gibbs knows that any fighters requiring serious medical help for internal injuries or complex
fractures are taken out back and shot. Tanner can deal with bruises, strains, and minor
sutures, but Gibbs is sure that any kind of internal surgical procedure is beyond him.

They shower together as usual, and Gibbs is aware of some of the men staring hungrily at
others. He meets any such impertinent gaze directed his way with a dark glare. He knows
they're all hopped up on drugs, and they're all feeling the same strains and pressures as he is,
but he wants them to be clear that he’'s not an option. They’re all scared of him in any case.
His reputation has been growing with each successful fight, and the way he carries himself
and his frequent glares make them wary of him.

“Hey, Gibbs, how long have you been here?’ Sam Hurrell asks as he soaps himself.
“Five months,” Gibbsrepliestersely.

“No, | mean, how long in Scott’s stable?’

“Five months,” Gibbs repeats. “Never been anywhere else. Never lost afight.”
“Never? Not even in the early days?’ Hurrell looks surprised.

“Never.”

“I lost my first three. To be honest...” Hurrell glances down and then up again, looking
ashamed. “| thought it’ d be better to lose than to win and have to...” He chews on his lower

lip.

Gibbs shrugs. “If | win, nobody dies, but | only have control over that if | win. If | lose, and
the other guy refuses...one of usis dead.”

“So it’s pure survival?’ Hurrell asks.

“Yes.” Maybe. He doesn't like losing, and the thought of being raped out there for the
pleasure of the bastards running this sick tournament doesn’t appeal, either. Maybe it’s not
just survival, and maybe he’ s not that altruistic.

“Took me along time to get my head around it. Wasn't sureif | could do it the first time...”
Gibbs sees that same ashamed, almost guilty look in his eyes that he saw last night in the
truck when he mentioned Hurrell’ swife. “The drugs help,” Hurrell finishes with a shrug.

“Y eah, the drugs make me so horny I’d fuck my own grandmother,” Steve buttsin with a
ribald laugh.



Gibbs gives Hurrell athoughtful glance. He's surprised the man hasn’t asked him about his
wife. Jan Hurrell insisted her husband was devoted to her, so it’s only natural that he’ d want
whatever news he could get of home. Maybe Hurrell is biding his time, waiting to get Gibbs
alone.

Gibbs glances down at his body as he soaps himself. He's always been lean but now there's
no spare flesh on him. His muscles are tautly defined and much bigger and bulkier than they
used to be, partly because of the drugs and partly because of the relentless daily exercise
regime.

“Y ou're such awinner, Wolfman,” Steve says, daring to make conversation with him, which
isunusual. Hurrell has broken the ice; usually the other fighters are too scared of him to
initiate conversation — and he hasn't exactly encouraged them. “What's the secret? 1’ ve lost
more times than I’ ve won; been in about eight different stables.”

“Arethey all like thisone?” Gibbs asks.

“Pretty much.” Steve shrugs. “Some are worse. One of them had a Jacuzzi! | liked that one. |
heard that in one of the stables, if you win your fight they give you a woman for the night,”
Steve adds, soaping his cock obscenely. “I always wanted to end up in that stable!”

“Myth.” Gibbs shrugs. “They wouldn't risk it. Any woman they brought in might talk to the
cops, and they’ ve got this whole operation nailed down tight.”

“Damn it.” Steve looks disappointed. “What is it with the whole gay thing anyway?’ he asks
furtively. “1 mean...in thering...what they make us do at the end of each fight?’

“It’s not about sex; it’s about domination and humiliation,” Hurrell says quietly, and Gibbs
gets a sense of the man as intelligent and thoughtful, just as his wife said. “I’ ve been thinking
about this, and | think maybe it started out as a side effect of the drugs. They made the
fighters horny, so this got to be part of the whole performance — a sort of literal climax for the
audience. And it gives the fighters more incentive to put up a good fight, knowing there’'sa
price for losing.”

“You think it started out as just a fight club type deal”” Steve asks. “Y ou know, like the
movie?’

Gibbs gazes blankly into the distance, his stomach clenching as he remembers Tony telling
him about that movie once.

Tony.

What the hell is Tony doing right now? Is he out there, looking for him, or has he given up on
him and forgotten all about him? I's he even now working some other case, standing at a
crime scene, handing out orders and head-slaps? No. He has to clamp down on that dark
thought before it runs away with him. He doesn’t believe that. Tony is either working his ass
off to find him, or he’'s dead. There are no other options.

Tony wouldn’t forget about him.



Would he?

Tony opens the fridge door and fishes out the remains of a pizza. He tears off a slice and bites
away a big chunk, and the cold, congealed cheese sticks to the back of histhroat as he
swallows. He grimaces — it's some weird combo of olives and anchovies — not exactly his
favourite choice of toppings, but hey, it’s pizza, and he' s starving. He devours the slice, then
takes the box containing the rest of the pizza and a cold beer out of the fridge and goes over
to the sofato sit and wait.

It's nearly 11 p.m. when he hears akey turning in the front door. There's a slamming sound
as the door is shut, and a few seconds later a man walks into the living room. He turns on the
light, humming softly to himself, and then he sees Tony sitting on his sofa and draws his gun
quickly.

“Hey, it'sonly mel” Tony puts up his hands.

“DiNozzo? What the hell are you doing here?” Tony hates the way Fornell always
pronounces it ‘DiNotzo’. It might be the correct Itaian pronunciation, but it’s not one they
use in his family, and Fornell knows that. Tony is sure he only does it to piss him off.
“What? A guy can't visit the old friend of afriend?’ Tony asks with araised eyebrow.
“Visitors knock on the door and wait to be invited in. They don’t let themselves in and steal
all my pizza and beer,” Fornell grumbles, eyeing the empty pizza box and beer bottle on the
coffee table.

“I was hungry. And bored.”

“You couldn’t have called and arranged to come over some time | was home?’

“I didn’t want anyone to know | was here. And trust me, you don’'t want anyone knowing I’'m
here, either.”

Fornell’ s expression changes, and he takes off his jacket and sits down cautiously in the
armchair opposite Tony.

“What's going on, DiNozzo?’

“Gibbs is missing,” Tony says bluntly.

“I thought the bastard had been quiet. How long?’

“Five months.”

“Five months? Fornell getsto hisfeet. “And you're only just telling me now?

“I tried before, but you were unavailable.”



Fornell runs a hand through his straggly hair. “1 was working an undercover case; been out of
circulation for the past eight months. Only wrapped it up this week. Haven't even damn well
had a chance to get atrim.”

“I can seethat. It'sareally bad look on you.” Tony makes a face.

Fornell ignores him. “Why are you here, DiNozzo? Does NCI S need the FBI’ s help on this
one?’

“No.” Tony shakes his head curtly. “Tony DiNozzo needs Tobias Fornell’s help. The FBI
won't help, and I’'m on leave from NCIS.”

“TheFBI...”

“| already asked. | got stonewalled, just like everywhere | go. Even NCIS. Vance shut me
down earlier today.”

“Vance shut you down when you' re looking for Gibbs? The son of a bitch!”

Fornell goes into the kitchen, and Tony can hear him opening the fridge door. Then he returns
to the living room with a beer in his hand.

“Tell me everything,” he says, sitting down.
Tony gets Gibbs's case file out of his bag and putsit down in front of Fornell.

“He just disappeared — no sign of a struggle in his house...although...there was no bourbon
in the place, and I’ ve never known Gibbs not to have a bottle of bourbon in the basement.”

“Y ou think they kidnapped Gibbs *and* his bourbon?’ Fornell raises an amused eyebrow.

“No. | think they drugged his bourbon and then took it when they took him, to hide the
evidence,” Tony says curtly. “He was investigating the disappearance of a Marine lieutenant
called Sam Hurrell. Since then, I've found a number of men who went missing in the exact
same way — some military, some not. A few weeks ago, we got a lead and went to this place.”

Tony opens up the file and removes a set of photographs. He points to a hollowed out pit in
the ground, covered in sawdust.

“We found blood there. Did a DNA test and found it belonged to a missing army corporal
called Peter Hendricks.”

“And since then?”’

Tony sits back with a sigh and takes another sip of his beer. “Since then nothing. The land
where we found the pit belongs to a property company waiting for permission to build. They
said they didn’t have a clue about the existence of the pit. | asked around, but | keep coming
up blank.”

“Well you would,” Fornell says slowly.



Tony’s head jerks up. “What makes you say that? What do you know, Fornell?’

“Nothing much. Just...a couple of years ago there were these rumours... DiNozzo, have you
ever been to adog fight?’

“Busted afew when | was a cop,” Tony replies. “Why? What the hell have dog fights got to
do with this?’

“Think dog fights — but with men instead,” Fornell tells him quietly. Tony stares at him,
trying to make sense of that. “1 didn’t even believe them at the time,” Fornell continues, “ but
there were these rumours of illegal prize fights — no holds barred, that kind of thing. | heard it
was highly organized and very lucrative.”

“So why the hell isn’t the FBI all over this?’ Tony demands angrily.

Fornell shakes his head. “Because, from what | heard, the cartel running the fights is made up
of some of the wealthiest men on the planet. Thereis...political pressure...from high up.
Threats that investment will be withdrawn and careers destroyed if certain investigations
aren't dropped.”

“Horse-racing and gambling aren’t enough for these rich bastards then?’ Tony asks
sarcastically. “They want the thrill of bare knuckle fighting too?’

Fornell shrugs. “It’skind of the rich man’s version of adog fight. A lot of money changes
hands at these fights — and there’s some kind of on-going contest, leading to one big fight at
the end of the season — some kind of winner takesit all deal.”

“Christ, there’'s a season for it?’

“Y eah — spring through until late fall, while the weather holds good.”

“Damn it, Fornell, you're sitting there just telling me about this? Y ou never did anything
about it?" Tony growls.

Fornell leans forward. “I didn’t know they were kidnapping men to do the fighting. | thought
the fighters chose to do it —that they got paid. And | was warned off, like everyone else.”

Tony stares a him, dumbfounded. “Five months? Gibbs has been fighting in these pits for the
past five months?’

“I don’t know. I’m just saying...it sounds like the thing | heard about a couple of years ago.”
“Fuck.” Tony sits back in the couch, feeling winded.

“Yeah.” Fornell staresat him for amoment. “So what’s the plan, DiNozzo?’

“What plan?’

“Oh, you didn’'t come here without a plan. | take it VVance has warned you off, so now you're
exploring other avenues.”



“Yeah, | am. That’s where you come in. And McGee. But mostly you.” Tony reaches into his
pocket and then hands Fornell a cell phone.

“You're going to do something stupid, aren’'t you?’ Fornell sighs.
Tony grins. “Probably. See, we need to be ahydra.”
“A what?’ Fornell looks at him as if he's gone insane.

Tony laughs. “Did you never watch those great movies as akid? Man, | loved * Jason and the
Argonauts . Ray Harryhausen did these fantastic special effects — okay, so compared to
today’s CGl it’s primitive — but he was a genius with what he did at the time...”

Fornell clears histhroat, and Tony winces and delivers a slap to the back of his own head.
“Thank you, Boss,” he mutters, knowing Gibbs would have given him the slap in person if
he’d been here.

“A hydraisamonster —if you cut off one head it just grows two more. Gibbs was the head of
this investigation. He was asking too many awkward questions, so they got rid of him the best
way they know how —and if what you’re saying is true then they got themselves a new
fighter into the bargain.”

“And you're the second head,” Fornell says. “I have afeeling | won't like where thisis
going.”

“Yup, I’'mthe second head,” Tony confirms. “No point in them cutting me off because |
wasn't athreat — until Vance shut me down, and | decided to investigate alone. Now I'm
vulnerable — there’ s no telling what | might do now I’ m off the grid and outside their control,
and if | keep on pushing away at this, then | figure they’ll come for me too.”

“And I’'m guessing I’'m the third head. Thisis your plan? We all get kidnapped, one by one,
until there’s nobody left? Y our plan sucks, DiNozzo!” Fornell glares at him.

“Keep your hair on!” Tony looks at Fornell’ s haystack mess of a hairstyle and grins. “That’s
not the plan. Well, it’s not the whole plan.”

“Y ou can forget about wearing any kind of transmitter under the skin,” Fornell tells him with
asnort. “I can tell you straight away, these guys will sweep you for bugs the minute they’ ve
got you.”

“Well duh.” Tony rolls his eyes. “That’s not the plan, either. Not that it’sagreat plan...just
it'sall I’ve got. | need you to be my backup, Fornell. | need to know that if McGee calls, you
will come roaring in with twenty trucks full of FBI agents. | need to know that | can trust you
to do that; day or night, no matter what else you’ ve got going on, you have to swear you' |l do
that for me — for Gibbs.”

Fornell shakes his head. “Gibbs is one of my closest friends. Don't tell him | said that,” he
adds quickly. “Of course you can damn well count on me, DiNozzo! Christ, man, do you
think 1’d turn my back on Gibbs if he'sreally been kidnapped by these people?’



“No. | wouldn’t be here if | thought that.”

Fornell gives aslow nod. There's silence for amoment, and then Fornell leans forward.
“How do you know he's even still alive?’

Tony feels his gut clench. “1 know,” he says firmly. Fornell raises a quizzical eyebrow. “I
would know if he was dead. Gibbs might be a bastard, but he’s my damn bastard. So | know
he's still alive, Fornell. | just know.”

After showering, they’re escorted at gunpoint into the dining room for breakfast. The food is
healthy — wholegrain bread, low-fat milk, cereal, fruit, eggs—it’s all deliberately calculated
to keep them in the best physical condition possible. Not for their own sake, but so they're
the best fighting machines they can be.

There’ sakind of irony in how healthy the food is in juxtaposition to the injuries they all bear
and the drugs they are made to take on a daily basis. Looking around the table, Gibbs can see
black eyes, missing teeth, bruises, scratches and even some sutured wounds. He' s got off
relatively lightly himself. He always does; he knows that the longer a fight lasts, the more
injuries he'll sustain and the harder it will be for him to recover. He has to take his opponents
down quickly and ruthlessly; it’swhat’s kept him alive all thistime.

The choice of food irritates him. He longs for coffee, but that’s never been on the menu.
There' s only fruit juice. He wants to taste pancakes and chocolate sauce and cookies —
anything but the dour, worthy food that’s placed in front of him. And it’s not even asiif he
wants to taste them for their own sake —that ornery part of himself that has always hated
being constricted and told what to do by people he doesn’'t respect wants to taste them
precisely because they are being denied.

He sguashes down the anger, as he has to do athousand times a day, and eats the food. He's
seen the results of a hunger strike, and it wasn't pretty. Watching a man being held down and
force-fed through atube is enough to turn anyone’ s stomach.

After breakfast, Tanner examines them and determines what they’re capable of in their
training regime for the day.

Gibbs is cleared for his usual heavy workout. He's aware of the other fighters watching him
as he enters the gym and heads for the weights. He tries to keep himself separate from them.
The more they know about him, the more they’ll see his weaknesses. He has to stay in control
of himself at all times, so he doesn’t give too much away.

It's hard to keep up that level of control, to never let them see that he has aweak knee and his
eyesight isn't as good asiit used to be. Today, these fighters are in Scott’s stable — but next
Fight Night they could lose and go to another stable, and the week after that he could be
facing them in the pit. They are all potential opponents.

Steve jogs over to him, limping slightly on his injured ankle. “Hey, Wolfman!” The way he
calls him by his fight name irritates Gibbs, just like the choice of food at breakfast irritated
him, and the constant presence of the guards irritates him. He takes those small irritations and



nurses them, so he can use them during the next Fight Night to give his anger edge and
improve his performance.

“I was thinking; that advice you gave me before | went into the pit last night, you know,
about keeping focused — well that really helped. So | was wondering if you could coach me. |
know I’ m scrappy — I’ m not agood fighter like you — but | could learn. Y ou could teach me.”

Steve puts up his fists and does a little dance, and Gibbs has a moment of déja vu so strong it
almost overwhelms him. He remembers Tony dancing around in front of him in the boxing
ring in the NCIS gym a few years back, and how he took him down. He remembers the look
of surprise on Tony’s face as he landed on his back, and the feeling of pride he’'d taken in
training his second in command. He enjoyed training Tony the way he always enjoyed
training his men in the Marines, making them into strong soldiers to give them a fighting
chance on the battlefield. Isn’t this exactly the same thing?

“No,” he snaps, glaring at Steve. He isn't doing that again. He isn’t going to open himself up
to how it feelsto train these young men and then watch them fight in the pit. He doesn’'t want
to watch them lose and suffer the indignity of the rape that inevitably follows — or worse. He
doesn’'t want any of that to be his fault for not teaching them well enough and not making
them strong enough. “Do your own damn training. I’ m not here to nursemaid you.”

He sees the flash of hurt in Steve’s eyes but ignores it. Maybe the kid thought their
conversation in the showers this morning and their brief rapport in the holding pen last night
made them friends, but Gibbs doesn’t make friends that easily. He can count hisreal friends
on the fingers of one hand, and none of them are in this building.

“I’ll help you,” Hurrell says quietly to Steve. “Go get into thering. I'll just go tape my hands,
and then I’ll come show you some moves | learned in the Marines.”

Gibbs turns away and goes over to the weight stack to begin his prescribed workout, and Sam
Hurrell follows him.

“Why did you talk to the kid like that?" Hurrell asks softly as Gibbs sits down and begins
lifting. “Y ou were in the Corps once, just like me, weren't you, Gibbs? | know you were. |
cantell. | can always tell another Marine when | see one.”

Gibbs raises an eyebrow but makes no reply.

“What | mean is‘Semper fi’, Gibbs. We're all in thistogether. We have to help each other.”

Gibbs snorts. “No, we're dl in this alone, Hurrell.”

“Are you scared you' || teach him too well and if you ever have to face himin the pit he might
beat you?’ Hurrell pushes, his nostrils flaring angrily.

Gibbs drops his weights with a loud crash and turns to glare at the lieutenant.
“No...I"m more worried that if | ever meet him in the pit again | might have started to care

about him too much and not be able to do what | have to damn well do,” Gibbs hisses. “Same
for al of you.”



“Y ou think that’s keeping us safe — and you too — but it’s not. It’s just another way they’'re
dehumanizing us,” Hurrell tells him in alow, angry voice. “They want usto forget our
humanity, Gibbs. They want to turn us into these efficient fighting machines. The rapes are
part of that —away of making us ashamed of ourselves, a way to turn us from ourselves. We
have to be better than them. We have to remember who we are, who we really are inside. We
can't let them strip that away from us.”

“Who you are,” Gibbs snaps. “That’s who you are, Hurrell. You need to justify everything in
your own head, to somehow make it okay. Y ou have this little system of checks and balances,
don't you? It’s okay to fuck this guy today as long as | help him tomorrow. It’s okay to beat
thisguy to apulp if | teach that guy a few moves. It's a constant stream of justifications and
excuses and if that’s what gets you through, then fine. But don’t kid yourself that it’s nobler,
or more human, or just plain better than my way of handling it.”

He stalks over to the treadmill, feeling angrier than he has all morning. The minor irritations
were bad enough, but Hurrell just pressed all his buttons, and he’s not even sure why.

If only he could think straight. If only the damn drugs didn’t make him feel so angry and
horny the whole time, and if only he could have some goddamn coffee!

*

There’ sagiant bowl! of popcorn, two big pizzas, and a case of beer on his coffee table. It
could almost be movie night with a group of friends, but it isn’'t. More like the last supper,
Tony thinks as he takes his seat on the couch between Abby and McGee. Ducky is sitting
opposite, on the armchair, bow tie slightly askew, an anxious frown on his face. Jimmy is
sitting on the floor a Ducky’s feet, and Zivais perched on the edge of his armchair.

Tony throws the bulging case file onto the table and extracts the latest updates from it, which
he passes around. He's already emailed them the information he received from Fornell a few
nights ago.

“| took these photos yesterday. | couldn’t get access— | had no warrant and it was private
land, heavily guarded by armed men.”

He gestures to the pictures of a large metal structure, as big as an aircraft hangar.

“It remained locked nearly all day — | watched,” he explains. “But at one point they opened it
up to let in atruck of what might have been food and other supplies. The truck was unmarked
so there’ s no way of telling for sure.”

“And you think this is where they keep the fighters?” Ziva asks, studying the photograph.

“I think it’s one possible stable of fighters. There are clearly many, at many different
locations.” Tony shrugs. “No telling where they’re holding Gibbs.”

“Why don’'t we just go out there and storm the place?’ Abby demands.

“No warrant for astart —and no judge apparently willing to sign off on one —and they’'re
armed, Abby. That’d just end in agunfight that I’m not sure we could win. Also...” Tony



sighs. “They saw me snooping around and chased me off, and when | went back this
morning...” He puts another photo down on the table. “Gone. Not atrace of them. That
structure is clearly portable.”

“These people are slippery like...like...slippery things!” Ziva exclaims, making frustrated
gestures with her hands.

“I agree. Which iswhy we have to be just as slippery, Ziva,” Tony tells her. “So, here’ sthe
plan.” He leans forward and begins explaining it to them, watching their faces become
progressively more troubled with every word he says.

“I don’t like this, Tony,” Abby sayswhen he’s finished.
“It'snot agreat plan, Tony,” McGee agrees, his pale face more anxious than usual.

“Look, I’'m not exactly thrilled about it, either, but we’ ve spent the past five months drawing
blanks, and | have no expectation that’s going to change,” Tony says firmly. “We're running
out of options, guys.”

“But this...thisis so reckless, Tony,” Jimmy says, shaking his head.

“Y our entire plan does rather rest on a cell phone, Anthony,” Ducky murmurs. “And on your
own ingenuity of course. Not that I’m impugning that; | think we all agree that you have the
best improvisational skills on the team. But till, | fear it leaves much to chance.”

“And to Tim,” Tony says, flashing McGee a quick smile. McGee doesn’'t return it. “L ook,
likel said, it’s not great, but it’s all I’ ve got. If anyone else has got anything better then I'm
happy to hear it.”

There is silence. The entire team is gazing at him with doubtful looks on their faces, and
Tony realizes just how scared they are right now.

“Hey! You're forgetting one important part of the plan!” he tells them.
“We are?” Jimmy asks, looking confused.

“Yes—in fact you're forgetting the most important part of the plan.” Tony pauses for
dramatic effect and milks it for so long that in the end Abby elbows him in the ribs to make
him get on with it. He grins. “1t’s Gibbs, people! Gibbs is the most important part of the plan!
He's my secret weapon. | mean, ¢’ mon, thisis Leroy Jethro himself we're talking about! If
anyone can outwit these bastards, it’s him!”

“I don’t know, Tony,” McGee says, manfully ignoring Abby’s glare at him for doubting
Gibbs's superhero status. “Uh...it"s just...Gibbs has been missing for five months. You'd
think if he could have gotten out of there then he would have done it by now.”

He doesn't say what Tony knows they’re all thinking, what Fornell was thinking too, and
what Tony refuses to acknowledge.



“Gibbsis NOT dead,” Abby says helpfully, saving him from having to say it. Of themall, it’s
the two of them who are most convinced of that fact. “We would know if he was dead,
wouldn’'t we, Tony?’

“Yes,” Tony repliesin such afirm and final voice that nobody argues again.

“I think it isaviable plan,” Ziva says unexpectedly. The others all look at her, and she shrugs
and flicks her long dark hair impatiently. “Tony is right —we have run out of other options
and it istime for a bold move. Thisis certainly that. It will move things along, change things,
if nothing else. It is simply what we must do.”

“I agree. Thank you, Ziva.” Tony flashes her asmile. “So, it’s settled.”

They don’t look too happy about it, but then he didn’t expect them to be. He goes through the
plan with them again, talking them through some of the details he's uncovered over the past
few days since he took his leave from NCIS.

Then he gets up and goes into the kitchen to get more beer, leaving them to talk about it
amongst themselves. When he turns around he finds Ducky standing right behind him.

“Y ou do redlize the possible cost of this, don’'t you, Anthony?’ Ducky asks, gazing at him
quizzically.

“C’mon, Ducky — you know | have to do this!”

“Yes, | do.” Ducky’ s eyes are serious and concerned behind his spectacles. “I just wanted to
be sure you know precisely what it is you are risking.”

“My life?” Tony raises an eyebrow. “Don’'t we all risk that, every day on the job?’

“Yes, wedo, but | fear in thisinstance you might be risking something a good deal more, in a
way,” Ducky says quietly.

“I' know I'll probably haveto fight...”

“And risk serious injury. Thiswon't be anything like the brawls you might have encountered
in your job, my dear boy. | once witnessed this kind of pugilism as a young man on atrip to
the Gorbals area of Glasgow, and it’s brutal. | know you have faith in your own prowess, and
with good reason, but do not be under any false illusions about what you’ Il face if your plan
works. You could end up maimed for life, or brain damaged, if you are not killed.”

“Gibbs has been doing this for five months, Ducky. He's had to handle it — why the hell
shouldn’t I'?”

He knows the answer. He can see it in Ducky’ s eyes. Because Gibbs is Gibbs; he’s larger
than life, invincible, and Tony has never yet seen him lose afight.

“Hero-worship is all very well, my boy,” Ducky says quietly, “and maybe in this case even
well justified. But at the end of the day Gibbs is still just aman, like the rest of us, and he
possesses the same frailties that we do too.”



“Gibbsisaman?’ Tony feigns shock. “Y ou're kidding me right, Duck? | always thought he
was agod!”

They stare a each other for amoment, and Tony beginsto regret his facetious comment as
Ducky’s searching look penetrates all his defences. Tony looks down, unsettled, and Ducky
touches his arm gently.

“I’'msorry. | didn't realize,” Ducky says, in barely more than awhisper. “And | should have,
of course, long before now.”

Tony keeps his gaze fixed on the floor. First Jan, and now Ducky; when did he become so
damn transparent? Or maybe it’ s this situation making him that way. He promised himself
that he wasn’t going to hide anymore; he’ s not even sure it’s possible anyway. Jan was right —
losing someone you’ ve loved so steadfastly for so long hurts— and it’s far easier to hide love
than pain.

He jerks his head up to look at Ducky defiantly...only to find a sadly benign expression in
the other man’s eyes that completely takes the wind out of his sails.

“So you can see why it has to be thisway?’ Tony says seriously, dropping all trace of his
usual deflecting mask.

“Yes. We are all foolswhere love is concerned.” Ducky gives alittle smile and pats his arm.
“But you...all these years to love where you saw no hope of it being returned, and now, to
make what might be the ultimate sacrifice for a man who has shown no sign...”

“I know,” Tony says abruptly. “It doesn't matter. | couldn’t live with myself if | didn’t do
this. I’'m not doing it to win his love, or any shit like that. | won't lay this on him, or make
him feel guilty, even if we do make it out of thisalive. It just iswhat it iS.” He shrugs.

“Yes. It is.” Ducky surprises him by putting his hands on either side of Tony’s face and
drawing his head down. Then he bestows a gentle kiss on Tony’s forehead. “Y ou're a brave
man, Anthony DiNo0zzo.”

Tony doesn't feel brave. He feels stupid and full of doubts, the way he’s always been, his
entire life. But he does know there is no other choice. If he loved Gibbs less then maybe he
could choose a different path, but he won't lie to himself about that, the way he'slied to
everyone else all these years. He loves the man, and he'll throw himself straight into this
lion'sden if it’s the only way to save him.

Ducky releases Tony and then he takes a couple of the bottles of beer from Tony’s hands and
carries them out to the living room, talking aimlessly as he goes, giving away nothing of the
conversation they just had.

Tony follows him. He hands out the beer, and then he beckons McGee over to one side and
gives himthefile.

“You'll need this. Fornell has another copy with everything | know in it.”

“Don’t do this, Tony,” McGee says, and Tony can see just how frightened he is.



“I haveto, Tim.” He gives what he hopes is areassuring smile.
“At least let usfollow you when they come for you. We can find out who they are and...”

“No.” Tony shakes his head firmly. “For agart, | think they’'re too good to allow themselves
to be followed judging by how smooth Hurrell’ s and Gibbs's abductions were —and | can’'t
risk you and Ziva getting hurt in the process because | need you both out here. But also,

we' ve seen how quickly they can move their operations. If they think you' re onto them,
they’ Il shut things down before we get anywhere near Gibbs, and then we' Il never find him.”

“You don’'t know you'll get anywhere near Gibbs as it is,” McGee points out.

“But | haveto try. I’'m viewing this as being deep undercover, Tim. I’m not going to make a
move to get out of there until | find Gibbs.”

“You'rereally serious about this, aren’'t you?” McGee has a look of respect in his eyes. “I
mean, | know you’ ve done brave things before, Tony, but this...”

“Hasto be done.” Tony pats his arm firmly. “Now look, you and Fornell are the next two
heads on the hydra.”

“On the what?’

“Never mind. Just...if this doesn’t work, if you don’'t hear from me within the agreed
timescale, or if you or any of the rest of the team is threatened, then you go to the press.”

“The press?’

“Y eah. If these guys have taken out both me and Gibbs, then there’s no point risking the rest
of you in the sameway. You'll find it hard to get the press on board — for the same reason
that investigating this case has been so damn hard. There are too many backhanders involved
and too much corruption at the highest level. Talking of which...” He takes a much slimmer
file out of his jacket and hands it to McGee. “Thisis important. | did some digging on
SecNav...”

“You did WHAT?" McGee asks, a horrified look on his face.

Tony puts afinger under his chin and pushes his jaw shut. “Come on, Tim. Think! Vance
shut me down and his orders clearly came from higher up. These guys pretty much own the
planet, Tim. They have enough money to buy anyone — and SecNav clearly has a secret
they’ ve uncovered that he doesn’t want to get out.”

“How do you know that?’

“Because everyone has secrets, Tim.” Tony grins.

“Do you?" McGee asks, achallengein his eyes.

Tony laughs. “Ooh boy, yes! Question is— how much are you prepared to corrupt yourself to
protect your secret? In my case...l’m not. If my secret comes out, then I'll handle it and be



damned with the consequences. | have a feeling that SecNav’s secret is much bigger and
more damaging than mine though.” Tony gesturesto the file he's stuffed into McGee's
hands. “I haven't figured it all out, but there’s something there — something to do with money
and defence contracts —that’s my gut feeling. | want you to continue digging — discreetly. Do
not put yourself in danger. Do not ask questions in the wrong places. Just do that computer
geek thing you do so well. Do your digging electronically.”

“I' will, Tony.” McGee folds the slim file and tucksit in his jacket pocket. “Look, Tony, in
case | don't have the chance...”

“Don’'t say it, Tim.” Tony slaps McGee's arm cheerfully. “I’ Il be back. Just make sure that
gizmo you created works.”

“It will. 1t does.”
“Good. I'll berelying on it.”

Tony goes and sits back down on the couch. He puts his arm around Abby and draws her
close, knowing that she's as afraid as he is right now, and all they can do is comfort each
other.

She snuggles in close, and he kisses her hair, wondering when he'll see her again. It might
not be for some time. He refusesto believe it’ s never. He can’'t go into this with that kind of
negative attitude. He has to be strong for the rest of them — and for Gibbs.

He's spent the past few days asking all the right questionsin all the right places. He' s irritated
the exact same people Gibbs irritated. And he' s off the grid. He doesn’t have the protection of
NCIS. He's aloose cannon with no backup, no support, and no friends in high places — or at
least that’s what they think.

So very soon they will be coming for him, to silence him the same way they silenced Gibbs.

But unlike Gibbs, he'll be ready for them. And if he gets cut down then he’s got two othersto
put in his place — Fornell and McGee.

“Like a many-headed hydra,” he muttersto himself.

Abby glances up at him, a questioning look in her eyes, but he just smiles one of his big,
bright smilesto try and reassure her.

It won't be long now. He's sure about that.

Scott turns up at the stable the day before the next fight. Gibbs is called out of training and
escorted into the dining room at gunpoint by one of the guards. He sees Hurrell, Steve, and a
couple of the other fighters at one set of tables, on one of their routine breaks, and he can feel
Hurrell’ s eyes on him as he’s escorted over to where Scott is sitting. He wishes Hurrell would
stop looking at him like that, asif he wants something from him or is expecting something of
him.



Scott givesthat big, amiable smile of his and waves his hand at the bench across the table
from him. The guard begins to push Gibbs into the seat, and Gibbs turns, a grow! on his lips.
The guard draws back slightly, and Scott laughs.

“It’sgood to see you're in afighting mood, Leroy,” he says. He' s always called him Leroy;
Gibbs has never told him his preference is to be called by his second name. He doesn’t want
that degree of intimacy with this bastard.

Gibbs takes his seat on the bench opposite Scott as if by his own choice, which it clearly
isn't.

Scott smiles at him benignly. He reaches into his pocket and draws out awhisky flask.

“I believe | promised you this!” he says, twisting off the lid. He gestures with his hand and
one of the guards brings over a couple of plastic cups and putsthem down on the table. There
are no glasses in this place, and the knives and forks are plastic too — there is nothing that
could be used as a weapon.

Scott pours a small amount of the bourbon into each of the cups and then hands one to Gibbs.

Gibbsraisesit to his face and takes a cautious sniff. It’s good stuff — Gibbs can tell that just
by smelling it —and it’s been so long since he last tasted bourbon. He wants to throw the
amber liquid in Scott’s smug face, but he craves the liquor too much. He takes a sip, feeling
like he' s supping with the devil, and Scott grins at him, clearly delighted by this small
victory.

“See — you and me can be friends, Leroy,” he says.

Gibbs says nothing. He just concentrates on the way the fiery liquid feels on his tongue and
how good it feels warming his body as it goes down.

“We should be friends. Our partnership has been very beneficial to me,” Scott tells him.

Partnership? Gibbs raises an eyebrow at that, but till he says nothing. He takes another sip,
running it around his mouth, savouring it. It's a taste of normality, areminder of what seems
like adifferent lifetime, and in that sense it hurts, but he can’'t stop wanting to tasteit all the
same.

“See, you' ve brought me a certain amount of kudos, my friend,” Scott continues. “I’1l be
honest with you, | only bought you because you were cheap. | wasn’t able to compete with
the big boys in this game, but | wanted to be part of it all the same. And you...you were this
washed up old wolf of a man. Nobody thought you'd turn into the great Wolfman!” He
laughs out loud at his play on words.

Gibbs looks back at him without moving a muscle, still relishing the warm tang of the
bourbon on histongue. It’s the smoothest, most expensive bourbon he' s ever tasted.

“Good huh?" Scott takes a sip from his own cup. “Only the finest for my best fighter, Leroy!”

Gibbs takes another sip, still ignoring him.



Scott leans forward. “1’ve had offersto buy you,” he says. Gibbs raises an unimpressed
eyebrow. “Big offerstoo, but | turned them all down. | don’t want the money — | want the
triumph of owning the best fighter in the pit!” Scott crows. Then his smile fades. “ Of course,
it'srisky...if you lose afight, then | lose you. But you won't lose, will you, Leroy?Y ou want
to win too much.”

Scott sits back, looking pleased with himself. “I recognize that in you, Leroy. | can seeiit,
burning inside you, like a hunger. | find you intriguing, my friend, so | had one of my people
do some digging on you.”

Gibbs can feel the growl rising in histhroat and it’ s out before he can stop it.

Scott laughs. “Oh, I’'ve made you angry now. You're such a private person, and you hate
anyone knowing you, really knowing you, don’t you, Leroy?’

Gibbs bites back another grow! and downs the rest of hisdrink in one gulp.

“But | know you very well,” Scott says, atwisted little smile on his fat face. “1 know about
your lovely wife Shannon, and your beautiful daughter, Kelly, and how they were murdered.”

Gibbs crushes the plastic cup in his hand with vicious force, squashing it into oblivion. Scott
glances down at histightly clenched fist, nodding to himself.

“You killed the bastard drug dealer who murdered your family, didn't you?’ Scott says
silkily. “That’s what you think about when you're in the pit, isn’t it, Leroy? Y ou're an angry
man, and | think that anger is the source of your strength.”

Gibbs throws the plastic cup onto the floor and then speaks for the first time since he was
brought in here, forcing himself to keep his voice steady.

“Y ou think you know me, but you don’t. You can’'t know me from reading a dossier, Scott.”

“That’s where you're wrong.” Scott has that smug look on his face again. “1 read your school
reports. You were always getting into fights even when you were akid. Y our mom was killed
by adrunk driver when you were eight, and you were angry about that. Y ou wanted
vengeance, and you hit out at everyone around you.”

Gibbs finds his hands curling into fists and longs to smash them into Scott’s smirking, self-
satisfied face.

“Y our folks were separated, and you’ d been living with your mom when she died. So you had
to go live with your dad, and you were angry about that too, because you blamed him for not
making it work with your mom, who you adored. Y ou’ ve been angry your entire life, Leroy.
It'swhat you are. It defines you.”

Scott has a point. Maybe that’s why his words are making Gibbs so angry, or maybe it’ s the
drugs, Gibbs isn't sure he can tell the difference these days.

“ %?1



“Oh, it"s not a bad thing!” Scott laughs. “It’s agood thing. A very good thing. Y ou're mad
right now, Leroy. You're mad at me for keeping you here and making you fight because you
don't like not being in control of your own destiny. But, see, here’ sthe thing...”

Scott leans forward again and beckons Gibbs forward too. Gibbs stays sitting stiffly in his
seat. Behind him, the guard shoves the gun into the back of his neck and forces him forward,
so that his nose is almost touching Scott’s.

“See, | think there’ s a part of you that likes what | make you do every Fight Night, out there
in the pit,” Scott says silkily into hisear. “I think it gives you a chance to really enjoy all that
anger inside you. Y ou've always had to rein it in and control it before, but | give you
permission to enjoy it.”

Scott sits back, atriumphant gleam in his eyes. “1 make it possible for you to become that
anger, to feel it running through your veins, as fiery as the bourbon inside you right now. It
warms you, Leroy. You're hungry — hungry like the wolf you were named for. When you
walk into that pit we all see that, and that’s why you’ ve gained such a reputation on the
circuit. And you will always be that way. It’s who you are. So you should be thanking me
really.”

Gibbs raises a questioning eyebrow, and Scott shrugs.
“Because I’ m giving you the chance to be who you are —who you really are inside, Leroy.”

“You're asick bastard, Scott,” Gibbs replies stonily, but there is no passion in his words.
Maybe Scott has a point. Maybe he’ sright.

“And so, my friend, are you.” Scott beams. He raises his cup in a mock toast and downs the
contents in one go. Then he glances around the room, his gaze lingering on Hurrell and Steve.

“McGuire tells me you never fuck any of the other fighters,” he says abruptly.

Gibbs frowns. “So what?’

“Y ou should.” Scott shrugs. “Y ou’re the alpha around here, Leroy, and it’s away of
reminding them of that and keeping them in line. They should know you have the right to
fuck them, whenever you want. That's what you get for being awinner.”

“I don’t want to fuck any of them.” Gibbs knows what the man is doing. He' s trying to make
him complicit in thisworld, to make him believe he's part of it, that he accepts its warped

morality, and that he even enjoysiit.

“Y eah, you do. | know you’d probably prefer awoman, but Tanner has been feeding you
enough drugs to make you want to fuck anything with a pulse.”

“Y our point?’

Scott smiles. “Fuck any of them you want. Just ask for them to be put in your stall and fuck
them all night long. Y ou deserveit.”



“No thanks.”

Scott lets out along sigh. “Stubborn bastard. Look, Leroy, you have some big fights coming
up.”

“Isthat s0?’

“Yes—and you can win them too, but you need to stoke yourself up. | want you pumped,
Leroy. | want you to feel like the big banana around here. | want you to enjoy that status so
much that you never want to let it go. See, | think you can win the whole season for me.”

“And what’s in it for me? Y ou gonna set me free if | do that, Scott?’ Gibbs givesan ironic
grunt.

Scott waves his hand expansively in the air. “You know | can’t do that, Leroy. Y ou know too
much about us. But | can promise this — during the off-season, I'll let you live a life of luxury.
You'll still haveto train, but it’ Il be a much looser regime than this. I’ [l set you up in one of
the houses | own —you’ | have a pool, and you' |l be allowed out into the yard.”

Gibbs thinks, briefly, of how good it’d be to feel the sun on his skin again.

“You'll still be under lock and key and guarded 24/7, of course,” Scott says. “But it’ll be
much nicer than it is here. Y ou win the season for me, and I’ll give you that, Leroy.”

Gibbs gazes at him impassively. He' |l win because he' s made a vow to himself that he won't
let any of the other fighters defeat and rape him; Scott’s incentives are irrelevant.

Scott stands up and grabs his hat. He's wearing a cream-coloured suit and the hat matches it.
He looks like a standard dapper businessman, and Gibbs wonders how the hell he got caught
up in this obscene game in the first place.

“You'reawinner, Leroy. That’swhat you are in your heart,” Scott tells him firmly. “You're
an angry man who can’t bear to lose and who refuses to bow his head to anyone. Not to me,
and not to any of those other fighters in the pit. That is what will make you the greatest
winner this tournament has ever seen.”

Hetips his hat to Gibbs and then leaves, taking his whisky flask with him.

Gibbs gets up, and as he does so he catches Hurrell’ s eye. He wonders how much of that
conversation the lieutenant heard and feels an odd sense of shame. Does Hurrell think of him
the same way Scott does? An angry man who can’t bear to lose?

He sees something in Hurrell’ s eyes that rouses the fury always simmering inside him these
days, and he turns away, growling to himself as he’s escorted back to the gym.

*

It’s nearly midnight when Tony gets home the following evening, and he' stired after another
fruitless day trying to find the stable where they might be holding Gibbs. All he wantsto do



is take a hot shower and sink into bed...but he knows immediately that won’t be happening
tonight.

His apartment is just as he left it. There is nothing suspicious about it. But Tony hasn’t
worked with Gibbs all these years and not developed a gut instinct, and right now that instinct
is making all the hairs on the back on his neck stand on end and his spine tingle.

So it’s going to be tonight. He can't pretend he isn't scared, but he’ s relieved too, in away.
The game of cat and mouse was becoming tiring. He's good a being annoying, and God
knows he'stried his best to annoy the hell out of whoever is running this game, but he's glad
that particular phase of his plan is coming to an end.

He goes into the kitchen and turns on the light. His gaze flickers briefly around the room and
comes to rest on the fridge. This morning, using one of his favourite James Bond movies as
ingpiration, he took a single strand of his own hair, wet it, and placed it across the fridge door.
Nobody would have noticed it. And now it’s not there; someone has been here and opened
his fridge, dislodging the hair.

He goes over to the fridge and opens the door. There are two pieces of leftover pizza from
last night sitting on a plate and his guess is that’ s the most obvious item of food to have been
drugged.

He gets out the plate and putsit on the small kitchen table. Then he gives an extravagant
yawn and glances around the room. His gaze finds the tiny black dot above the door; a
camera. That means they’re waiting outside, watching him.

He gets out his cell phone. He could scrap the plan. He could call McGee and Zivaright now,
and they could go out there and find whoever is spying on him...but that wouldn’t get them
close to Gibbs, and he's pretty damn sure there is nothing he could threaten these bastards
with that would make them reveal whoever is behind this.

Even if they did, he knows no judge will give him awarrant to go in there and search. He's
equally sure that if he did go in, with or without awarrant, Gibbs would be long gone before
he got there. Gibbs would be gone the minute he arrested whoever is sitting outside his
apartment right now. No, he'll have to find Gibbs the hard way, by catching an actual fight in
progress. That’sthe only way to nail these bastards.

He texts McGee the coded word that will let him know that the plan has worked. 1t’1l be
torture for his probie to sit on his hands and wait for the next phase of the plan to kick in, but
he'll do it because Tony has ordered him, and McGee won't let him down. For all their
bickering, McGee has never let him down when it mattered most.

Tony sits down at the table, picks up a slice of pizza, and takes a bite. Then he glances up at
the tiny camera above the door...and smiles.

Gibbs feels restless, the way he always does the night before afight. It’s probably the middle
of the day out there, but in here it’s night and his windowless stall is in semi-darkness as



usual, lit only by the glow cast by the muted light in the hallway filtering through the small
window on the door.

Tonight’s guard, Ellis, likes listening to music during his night shifts, and that means they all
have to listen to the medley of mellow, cheerful songs that blare out all night long from the
radio in the hallway. Gibbs feels an almost overwhelming urge to go out there and slam his
fist into the damn thing, then throw it repeatedly against the wall until it’s crushed to a pulp.

He turns onto his side and stares at the wall in front of him, trying to control his growing
sense of frustration. There’ s no point to it; he knows that from experience. He just has to find
away to shove the anger down and then bring it back out when it’ll be the most use —in the

pit.

There are hooks in the wall; in the beginning, before he learned there was no point to
resistance, he used to cause the guards trouble all the time. They frequently chained him to
thewall in his own stall, often for nights on end. He felt like a stallion they were breaking in,
flanks heaving, head down, fighting them with every ounce of hiswill.

Doesthat mean he's broken now? It’s been weeks since they last chained him to the wall, or
tazered him, or beat him with the whips they carry tucked into their pants.

The music is almost unbearably cheerful, and it’s such an incongruous counterpoint to his
misery that he can’t stand it. He turns back the other way on his thin mattress...and now he
can hear a different sound coming from the next stall. The walls are thin — just hollow metal —
and he finds himself listening to the sounds of two people having sex. Someone moans and
another murmurs something in reply. Gibbs hears little whimpers of pleasure, accompanied
by the slick sound of balls slapping on skin. It’s not a rape; God knows, those are common
enough around here, but thisis clearly consensual.

“Oh shit...yeah...that’s good...you' re good,” avoice moans, and he recognizes it as
belonging to Steve.

“Fuck me harder,” another voice rasps. “Please...Christ...fuck me, Steve...fuck me...”
“You got it, Sam. Hold still...gonna fuck you good...”

Gibbs gazes blankly at the wall. He isn’'t surprised that Steve is fucking Sam Hurrell. Nothing
about this nightmare surprises him anymore. Hurrell is bigger, stronger, and a much better
fighter than Steve, so there’ s no way Steve has overpowered him and forced him into this.
They’re both willing.

Gibbs almost envies them. Maybe sex would take the edge off the combined horniness and
anger that he feels all the time. Maybe Scott isright, and he should take one of these men and
fuck him into the mattress. It wouldn’t have to be rape, judging by those ecstatic little noises
Hurrell is making right now. There are probably plenty of fighters in Scott’s stable who'd
suck his cock or let him take them up the ass...and it’s so tempting.

His cock is hard just thinking about it, but it’s just one more way they’re manipulating him,
and herefusesto let them beat him, just as he refuses to let anyone beat him in the pit. He has
to hang on to some shred of who and what he is. He has o little control over anything these



days, least of all his own body, but this, here, is one way he can get alittle control back, by
fighting the drugs coursing through his body, and struggling, in this small way, to be hisown
man.

Besides, fucking might create caring. He could have some kid’ s soft lips around his dick one
day and be smashing hisfist into his face in the pit the next. He can’t do that. He doesn’'t
know how Hurrell can do that, either. He has to wall off those parts of himself that he can’'t
afford to acknowledge right now, those parts that are weak and scared and could bring him
down. He has to stay strong.

His cock is still hard and aching, but he refuses to jerk off tonight. In afew hours he’ll be
fighting in the pit, and he wants to channel all that anger and sexual frustration into the men
he fights...and to the fucking that comes after each victory.

He hates the little part of him that is looking forward to the fucking. He's always tried so hard
not to take pleasure in it, but he can’'t help himself. He wantsto fuck so badly it’s all he can
do not to grab his dick and masturbate fast and furiously to the sound of Steve fucking Sam
Hurrell in the adjacent stall.

The sweat is running down his body, every muscle strained and aching with the struggle not
to jerk off. He grabs the thin pillow and bites down hard, and then roars out his rage,
helplessness and frustration into it, in along, silent scream that nobody hears.



Chapter Two - Thrown to the Wolves by Xanthe

Tony blinks and moves his head, and a jolt of pain pierces him behind the eyeballs.

“You're awake,” avoice says, and he squints up into a bright fluorescent light, wincing asthe
glare makes the pain in his head worse. Whatever drugs they put in his pizza were strong
enough to bring down a horse, let alone a man. Histhroat is so dry it aches aimost as bad as
his head, and his lips are parched and chapped.

He sits up, dowly, and as he moves he can hear the jangle of chains. There are cuffs on his
wrists and ankles, attached to the wall. He can move his arms and legs, but not far. He also
realizes that he's naked. His balls are resting on a cool metal floor, and he shifts his hips,
trying to find a more comfortable position.

“Wheream 7" he asks. His vision clears a little, and he can see that he’sin a small room
with walls constructed out of the same lightweight sheet metal that he took photos of a few
days ago.

“Inagall in my stable.” A man swims into sight. He's handsome, with sleek dark hair and a
little goatee beard, of indeterminate Middle Eastern origin, and expensively dressed. He
exudes an air of exquisite elegance, and Tony can identify half a dozen different labelsin
what he’swearing: Tanino Crisci shoes, an Armani suit, and a Gucci shirt buttoned at the
wrists with a pair of exquisite Longmire cufflinks. There is a Rolex Submariner watch on his
arm and a pair of aptly named Louis Vuitton Evasion sunglasses obscuring his eyes.

The man crouches down beside him and hands him a bottle of water. “Y ou must be thirsty —
the drugs do that — and I’m sure you have a bad headache. Drink. You'll feel better.”

It crosses Tony’s mind that the water might be drugged too, but he doesn’t care; histhroat is
so dry it’s aching, and he longs to feel the water on his parched tongue. He tips back his head
and drinks the entire bottle, and the man laughs.

Tony feels better now that he’ s had something to drink, and he takes in his surroundings with
more attention to detail. The room heisin is completely empty except for atoilet in the
corner with abasin beside it, made from the same metal as the walls. There is one solitary
chair in front of him. A guard is standing by the door, dressed in plain black pants and a black
shirt; there’s awhip sticking out of his belt and a gun in his hand.

The expensively dressed man sits down on the chair. “Let me introduce myself; my name is
Prince Walid.”

Tony gives his brightest smile. “Good to meet you, Walid. I’ m sure you already know my
name.”

“Of course, and you proved to be much more persistent than we expected, Mr DiNozzo. Or
maybe the word is loyal. Most people aren’t so loyal to their bosses. | very much doubt my
own men are.” The man glances over to the guard by the door. “Or at least not without being
paid a very considerable sum to ensure that loyalty.”



Walid has an accent, but Tony can’t quite place it. He is also clearly very cultured, and Tony
thinks he can hear the overtones of an expensive English education in his voice, combined
with whatever his native accent is.

“We thought you would search for your boss for awhile —afew months maybe — but that if
we could show you how fruitless such a search to be, then you would give up. That is what
most people would do.”

“I guess I’m not most people,” Tony replies.

“Indeed not.” Walid inclines his head. “Y our devotion does you credit, although it mystifies
me. You mystify me—and I'll admit you also fascinate me. Why, Mr DiNozzo? Why didn’t
you give up?’

“Well, I’ ve never been a quitter.” Tony shrugs. There isno way he is letting this bastard
know how he feels about Gibbs; that would be a huge tactical mistake. “Also...” he givesa
little laugh. “I” m kinda stupid. If you know anything about me, you’ll know that.”

“Yes. | believe you really are stupid.” Walid sits back in his chair, looking at Tony
thoughtfully from behind his sunglasses. Tony wishes he’d take them off — he can’t get a
steer on what the man is thinking because he can’'t see into his eyes. “We did some discreet
investigations, and many of those who have encountered you say that you are an idiot. |
wasn't so sure...but now I’ve met you...” He leans forward again, alittle smile on his|lips.
“Yes, | believe you are an idiot, Mr DiNozzo. A loyal idiot, | grant you, but an idiot all the
same.”

“My dad alwaystold me | was.” Tony grins again. “Maybe you know how it feels? | see you
as...maybe the younger son of a large royal family?’

“Hmmm...not always an idiot then,” Walid murmurs thoughtfully.

“Y ou have alot of money, but they just see you astheir kid brother. They don’t take you
seriously, and they don’'t give you anything important to do, so you have to make your own
entertainment,” Tony hazards.

Walid shiftsirritably. “Y ou should not expect rescue,” he barks, changing the subject, and
Tony is sure he's hit a nerve there. “We took your passport, we bought you an airplane ticket,
and we sent an email to your colleague, Agent McGee. It was al too much for you, you see,
DiNozzo. Y ou ran out on them.”

“Did | now?" Tony gives an amused grunt. At least Walid hasn't figured out that he wanted
to be captured. Then again, he's fairly sure this man sitting in front of him would never
understand why anyone would risk their life to save another person, so the idea probably
never crossed his mind.

“They would expect that of the idiot. Y ou are someone who engenders low expectations,
DiNozzo, as I’ m sure your father told you.”

Ouch. That barb hit home, as it was supposed to. Walid clearly wanted to land a hit of his
own after Tony’s crack about his family not letting him do anything important.



“It'sashame it came to this though.” Walid gives a theatrical sigh. “It’s unnecessary. Y our
superiors at NCIS gave you orders, and you were supposed to follow them. Y ou were
supposed to give up the investigation, go back to your job, forget all about Agent Gibbs, and
accept the promotion we arranged for you — regretfully, of course. But you chose not to do
that.”

“He'sahard man to forget.” Tony shrugs.
“Now, that | believe.” A knowing smile plays around Walid’s lips.

“So, if you'd just give him back, then I’ [l happily be out of here and on my way,” Tony says
glibly.

“Oh, he is not mine to give back, and even if he was, | wouldn’'t do it. He is one of our best
fightersyou see, Mr DiNozzo.”

Tony feels his heart give an almost painful jolt; it’sthe first indication he's had that Gibbsis
still alive, outside the certainty in his own gut.

“I had no idea he would prove to be such awinner — it has turned him into quite a favourite
with the crowds on Fight Nights. If I’d known, | might have kept him for my own stable
instead of selling him on. But who would have thought a man his age would be so successful
at our little game?’

“I couldatold you.”

“We took him initially to sop him asking so many awkward questions — he was clearly not a
man who would give up in the face of obstruction, and we thought it the best way of silencing
him. We had no idea he'd become a genuine contender. Scott is a lucky man.”

“Scott?”’

“The player | sold him to. He got a bargain. Now, the question is what to do with you.” Walid
sits back, amusing look on his face. “I could simply kill you, but it seems awaste. It'stoo
late in the season for you to be contender, but | expect you would put up adecent fight in the
pit. And the crowd does so love to see a newbie floored by one of our seasoned pros.” He
gives amalicious smile. “It is always so enjoyable to witness a newbie’s first lost fight: the
shock, the distress, the tears and the struggles when they realize what losing *really* means.”
Walid looks like he’s getting turned on, which makes Tony’ s gut churn uneasily. “Oh, now
that gives me avery pleasing idea.” Walid gives alittle chuckle. “Let us talk more about
Agent Gibbs. Y ou risked your life to keep looking for him; you must think very highly of
him.”

“Y eah, well, the old bastard grows on you after ten years of taking his head-slaps and putting
up with his bad moods.” Tony watches Walid carefully, wondering where this is going.

“It’s more than that, or you would have given up on him along time ago. He is your mentor,
yes? Y our teacher? Maybe a surrogate father, as your own father is so dismissive of you. Is
that it? Hmm?’



Tony makes no reply. He knows his feelings for Gibbs are definitely not filial, but he can’t
deny there’ s something complicated about his fucked up relationship with his own father
mixed up in what he feels for Gibbs, even if that’s something he’'s never wanted to examine
too closely.

“Or maybe he is simply your friend. Someone you can confide in. Maybe you go to himin
times of trouble, and he helps. Yes?’

Tony thinks of the various times he's stayed over at Gibbs s place when there was some
problem with his apartment, or just when he wanted the company and to be near the man. It’s
always Gibbs he goes to whenever a case getsto him. There was that time after Dana Hutton
died, and the time after his father left town; Gibbs has always been there for him when he
needs him. He might not be a very touchy-feely kind of guy, but he's always been rock solid
for Tony — and Tony wants to be the same for him.

“Ah, there is no need to reply. | seeit al in your eyes, Mr DiNozzo. Hmm, | think | will call
you Tony. We know each other well enough now, yes?’

Walid suddenly leans forwards and removes his sunglasses with a languid flick of his fingers,
and Tony finds himself looking into a pair of dark eyes that remind him vividly of a cobra.
His gut registers a sudden chill; this man has a streak of cruelty that goes far beyond
whatever pleasure he takes in watching kidnapped men fighting in his pits. There is
something else going on here, something much darker.

“You know, | do get so very bored, Tony. Sometimes even Fight Nights don’t do it for me
anymore,” Walid murmurs, plucking a piece of lint off hisimmaculately tailored pants. “I
want something new...something more intense.” Those cruel eyes are looking at Tony
curiously, a hint of amusement in their dark depths. “And | do find the idea of crushing a
man’s loyalty and destroying his hero worship so very exhilarating.”

“If you're talking about me and Gibbs, then | think you’ll be disappointed,” Tony replies, but
his gut is churning again, and he's suddenly very afraid of what Walid might be planning.

Walid gives an amused bark of laughter and getsto his feet. “Do you? | rather think | won't.”
He turnsto the guard. “We'll take him with us this evening. No drugs. | want Mr DiNozzo to
experience the real Gibbs, without anything to take the edge off that very considerable thrill.”
He turns back to glance at Tony, a malicious gleam in his eyes. “I want him to see his hero
for who heredlly is.”

Gibbs always wakes up with the same jittery feeling in his gut on fight day, but today it’s
worse than ever. He hates the sense of anticipation, and he hopes they don’t have to drive too
far to get to the fight; he just wantsto get out there and start crushing his fist into an
opponent’ s face.

The other fighters give him awide berth as they go into the communal showers. He's getting
into his pre-fight headspace and starting to exude the dangerous energy that has made him a
winner in the pit for the past five months.



Steve slips on the wet floor and almost falls into him, and Gibbs gives a low growl. An
anxious silence descends, and Steve makes his apologies and runs back to the safety of Sam
Hurrell’ sside. Gibbs glares at him.

After breakfast, they are placed in chains and herded onto the truck. Gibbs clenches his fists
asthey chain him in place. He is constricted, confined and restrained. It makes him angry,
and he forces the anger into atightly controlled ball of fire in his belly, where he will need it
later.

He closes his eyes as the other fighters are chained into place around him. He can already
smell the sawdust and the scent of the oil they use to make their skin slippery. He can hear
the sound of the crowd roaring around him and feel the heat in his own body. Soon he will
have the release he needs.

Soon he will fight and have the satisfaction of destroying the man who killed his family all
over again. He' ll be able to punch hisfist into James Scott’s face and sink histeeth into Ellis
for playing his damn radio all night long. He will be able to unleash all hisanger at his
imprisonment and print it into the flesh of a nameless, faceless opponent. And afterwards he
can sate his other need too — the need to fuck and release his sexual frustration.

The truck startsto move, and he hears the man next to him turning his head and feels his
warm breath ghosting over his ear.

“So, what’s the plan, Agent Gibbs?’” Sam Hurrell asks.

Gibbs opens his eyes. “What plan?’ he growls, irritated that his pre-fight ritual has been
interrupted.

“Your plan,” Hurrell replies intently. “I’ ve been watching you all week, Gibbs, but | haven't
been able to get close enough to talk to you without the guards over-hearing, until now. You
have a plan to end this. There's no way a man like you submits to all this humiliating shit
without putting up afight.”

“I fight every damn week in the pits.”

“That’s not what | mean, and you know it. Look, if there'saplan | want inon it,” Hurrell

tells him forcefully. “You can trust me. | can fight — you know that. | put up agood fight

against you in the pit last week, didn’'t 7Y ou saw | could fight. So, | figure that whatever
plan you have, it happens on Fight Night, yes?’

“Thereisno plan,” Gibbs says, inalow, dull tone. “There' s no fucking plan, Hurrell.”

“I don’t believe you. Like | said, I’ ve been watching you all week, and I’ ve never seen a

more natural leader than you, Gibbs. If you wanted to organize these men...” he nods his
head at the fightersin the back of the truck, “then you could have them eating out of your
hand in seconds. | admire you for that.”

He leans back against the wall of the truck, arueful smile on his face. “See, me...I’m not a
natural leader, Gibbs. I’ ve tried hard, and | do my best — I even went to aclass once to learn
how to be agood leader. | made lieutenant because the Corps saw something in me, but I’ ve



had to work at it. You don’t have to work at it. It’swho you are, right down to your bones,
you're anatural born leader.”

Gibbs closes his eyes again. He owes this man no explanations, and he sure as hell won't give
him excuses. He owes Hurrell nothing.

“See, you're alegend not just at NCIS but in the Corpstoo,” Hurrell whispers urgently into
hisear. “The Agent Gibbs | heard about was areal hard-ass. He wouldn't just sit here and say
there’s no fucking plan. He wouldn't just sit back and be happy to let these bastards own him,
without making any attempt to escape. So, who the hell are you, Gibbs? Because you' re not
the man | thought you were.”

“And who the hell are you?" Gibbs snaps back, opening his eyes again.
Hurrell looks confused by the sudden change of tack. “What do you mean?’

“I knew your wife, Hurrell. | knew Jan. | wasin your house. | patted your dogs and saw your
wedding photos. Y our wife made me a damn fine cup of coffee — she knows how a Marine
likesto drink his coffee.”

Hurrell’ s eyes are anguished, but Gibbs has no intention of letting him off the hook.

“I liked her. Y our wife is a good woman. She's devoted to you. She knew you hadn’t
deserted, and she convinced me of that too. And yet you haven’'t come to me and asked me
one damn thing about her and how she’s doing.”

Hurrdll’ s hands clench into fists, and Gibbs knows that if he wasn't chained to the wall of the
truck that he’'d take aswing at him.

“Jan made me believe you loved her too much to ever run out on her, but last night | heard
the sounds you made when Steve was fucking you,” Gibbs continues relentlessly. “It’s one
thing to have to fuck in the pit but nobody is holding a gun to your head at night in the stalls,
Hurrell. So who are you? The loving, faithful husband Jan told me about and believed in?
‘Cause I'm not seeing him right now.”

All the fight goes out of Hurrell’ s body, and that shame and guilt that Gibbs saw in his eyes
the night he first met him floods back in. Gibbs almost wishes he hadn’t said that. He doesn’'t
judge Hurrell for what he doesin his stall at night. Hell, he wouldn’t judge anyone for the
ways they find to try and survive this ordeal. That’s why he's so angry with Hurrell for
judging him.

There is along, shocked silence, and Gibbs is aware, not for the first time, that his embargo
on apologies can be as hard on him as it is on the people around him.

Finally, Hurrell turnsto him again. “You'reright. I'm sorry.”
“Never apologise. It’sasign of weakness,” Gibbs snaps back automatically. “Now shut up.”

He needs his pre-fight preparations. He needs the silence in order to get into his headspace.



He can’t even look at Hurrell as he forces himself to focus on getting ready for the night
ahead. The pit iswaiting for him, and he has to make sure he is in the right frame of mind to
do whatever it takes to win.

Some time later the guard returns to the room, unlocks Tony’s chains, and takes him, at
gunpoint, out of his stall. He' s escorted down a hallway and into what looks like Ducky’s
autopsy suite but is clearly an infirmary. An elderly guy in awhite coat with a stethoscope
around his neck glances up. He' s got nicotine stains in his white beard, and he stinks of
liquor.

“A newbie?’ he frowns. “Kindalate in the season for Prince Walid to field anewbie, ain’'t
it?’

“Heisn’'t aserious contender,” the guard replies. “Just someone the boss wants out of the
way.”

“Hey, how do you know I’ m not a serious contender? | can fight!” Tony tries a disarming
grin, but the doctor just grunts. Tony uses the moment to take a good look around, trying to
figure out the weaknesses in this setup. So far he hasn’t seen any, but there hasto be
something. He' Il know it when he seesiit.

The doctor leans over to place the stethoscope on his chest, and Tony leans back, waving a
hand in front of his nose as he gets a whiff of the man’s stinking bresath.

“You drink on duty?’

“Yeah. That’swhy | don’'t have a medical license anymore and have to work in this shithole
with you fuckers.”

“That’s reassuring,” Tony mutters.

The guard is leaning against the wall, clearly bored, and the doctor is drunk on his ass, so
Tony seizes the opportunity.

“Did you ever see that movie about the doctor with the drinking problem who...” he waves
his arms around enthusiastically and knocks the doctor’ s stethoscope to the floor on purpose.
“Shit, I'm sorry...” He bendsto pick it up and hangs it around the man’s neck again, patting
his coat down apologetically and using the distraction to dip his fingers into the doctor’s
pockets. He comes up empty. No cell phone. Not even awallet. The guy has nothing on him
except a screwed up handkerchief.

The doctor pushes him away irritably and turns to the guard.
“What dose does our lord and master want him on?’

“No drugs,” the guard replies.



The doctor shakes his head sadly, making a‘tsking’ sound with his tongue. “None?’ The
doctor glances at Tony. “Y ou poor bastard. What the hell did you do to piss off Walid so
badly?’

“| asked him about his childhood. That seemed to upset him. | have no ideawhy,” Tony
responds facetiously.

“Whatever the hell you said, | don’'t envy you in the pit. I's he fighting tonight?’ The doctor
looks at the guard again.

“No idea.” The guard shrugs.
“Well, if you are...” the doctor turns back to Tony. “Then | pity you.”
“Why? | don't need drugs to be able to fight.”

The doctor laughs. “Well, maybe not, but your opponents will be hopped up on ‘em all the
same. That makes them stronger, faster, angrier, and hornier than you. You'll be lucky to get
out of there alive.”

“Hornier?’ Tony raises an eyebrow. “What’ s the advantage in that?’

The doctor snorts through his yellow moustache and pats his arm. “Oh, you'll see, son.
You'll see. Better hope for your own sake that your opponent *is* horny.”

Tony doesn't like the sound of that, but he doesn’t have time to give it any further thought
because at that moment the door opens, and a giant of a man steps into the room.

Like Tony, he's completely naked, but unlike Tony, he looks completely at ease with that
fact. He inhabits his skin like it’ s clothing, walking confidently, his big cock swinging in
front of him. There’'s a bite mark on his cheek and one of his earlobes is missing. He puts
Tony in mind of a feral tomcat, all bulging balls, thick neck, and cocky arrogance.

A guard steps into the room behind him, but the big man doesn’t look like he' s being forced
to go anywhere against hiswill; the guard looks more like a bodyguard than a jailer.

The big man glances at Tony and his face breaks into a grin, revealing a couple of missing
teeth.

“New blood?’ he chuckles, in a deep, throaty voice. Tony wonders just how much
testosterone you have to feed someone to get atimbre of voice that low and gravelly. “He's
pretty. Nice of the bossto get me a new piece of ass to celebrate my victory tonight.”

Tony doesn't like the predatory way this guy islooking at him, like he's a piece of meat. He
wonders if thisis how women feel when aguy is hitting on them and won'’t take no for an
answer. This guy definitely looks like he won't take no for an answer, and Tony hasto force
himself not to shrink back against the exam table. Now is not a good time to show any
weakness.



“You haven't won yet, Mac,” the doctor replies, but there’s alook of frank admiration on his
face.

“Y ou gonna bet against me, Doc?’ Mac asks.

“Hell no! You'rethe fireman. Ain’t nobody gonna bet against you!”

“Too fucking right. I’m fucking unbeatable out there.” Mac’'s eyes light up. “Maybe thisisa
pre-fight treat for me?’ he asks, leering at Tony again. “I’mtired of the assin this place. I’ve
fucked ‘em all, and they’re a bunch of fucking whiners. | want a new toy to play with.” He
grabs his cock and it swells in his big fist, becoming dark and erect almost instantly.

Tony wants to back out of thisroom and get as far away from this bastard and his ugly
erection as he can, but there’s no place to go. He doubts whether the doctor or the guard
would stop Mac if the big man decided to throw him over the exam table and fuck himin
front of them.

Mac moves towards him, his cock jutting out from his body, pointing straight a Tony.

“Not thisone,” Tony’s guard says, stepping between them, much to Tony’srelief. “He’ s not
for you, Mac.”

“Sez who?’
“Boss s orders. He wants this one kept fresh for later.”

There’ s something about the way the guard says that, and the way he glances at him, that
makes Tony more uneasy than all Mac’s leering.

“WEell, if the newbie ain't being given drugs, there’ s nothing more | can do with him,” the
doctor says. “I don't know why you even brought him here.”

“Just following procedure.” The guard shrugs.

“Aren’'t you going to listen to my heart some more? See if I’ m fit enough to fight?" Tony
asks.

The doctor laughs. “Oh, | don't think it matters much if you are or not. You're just pit fodder,
nothin" more. | ain’'t gonna waste any more of my time on ya. Y ou can put him in the truck.”

He jerks his head, and the guard grabs Tony’s arm and propels him towards the door.

“Later, pretty!” Mac calls after him. “If you win, I’ll ask for you to be put in my stall tonight,
so | can fuck that sweet ass of yours!”

Tony makes aface. “If that’s the prize for winning, then | think I’ [l lose thanks.”

Mac laughs. “Either way, that slick little hole of yoursis gonna get fucked good and hard
before dawn!”



Tony is grateful to be propelled out of the door, back into the hallway, and out of the firing
line of Mac’ s ugly, erect penis.

He's escorted along the hallway and into abig, hangar-sized space where a truck is waiting.
He's herded at gunpoint into the truck where several other naked men are already sitting,
chained to the truck’ s walls.

“Wow, Walid’s areal cheapskate. Can't even buy us some pants, huh?’ Tony jokes, grinning
at the other men. Nobody so much as smiles at him in return; they all look grim and anxious,
and Tony can feel the tension in the air.

“Shut up and sit down,” one of the men growls at him.

Tony does as he' s told, and the guard comes over and chains him to the wall of the truck, just
like all the others. The chains are cold and heavy on his stomach, tying himin place, and his
ankles are thrust into a pair of manacles and fastened to hooks in the floor. These are heavy-
duty chains; there are no weakness here and absolutely no chance of escape.

A few minutes later Mac leaps into the back of the truck.

“Hey bitches!” he announces. “Tonight’s winner is here, so | guess we're good to go! Man,
I’m on fire tonight.” He gives a deep, crowing laugh. “You losers will all eat sawdust, but
I’m gonna fight good and dirty and claim me some prime ass.”

Tony notices that nobody in the truck meets Mac’s eye, and he understands why. Thisis not a
man you want noticing you. He can believe Mac’s earlier boast that he's fucked all of these
men. They look like they all hate him but are too scared to stand up to him.

Mac sits down, but unlike the rest of them, he isn’t chained into place. Tony wonders why,
but doesn’t give that a lot more thought because at that moment Mac opens his legs wide to
reveal histhick, semi-erect cock again. He grins at Tony and nods at his growing erection,
wetting his lips with his tongue.

“If you're lucky, you' Il get to suck on this monster tonight, sweetheart!”

Maybe it’s all just talk, but judging by how the other men in the truck are behaving, he
suspects that Mac means it. Tony is starting to understand the environment he’ s thrown
himself so recklessly into. There are no women here, just men, and men who are being fed a
cocktail of drugs. Clearly the law of the jungle reigns supreme, and if Mac is strong enough
to hold him down and fuck him then nobody here will stop him — not the guards or the other
fighters. Prince Walid is fostering a dog-eat-dog atmosphere on purpose, presumably because
he thinks it makes better fighters. Perhaps it does.

“Got agood pair of cock-sucking lips on you, pretty boy, just made to suck dick,” Mac
continues, ill leering at him. “1’ll get you to suck it first, make it nice and wet, then ram it
up your tight asshole.”

“Oh, you're aregular Mac-the-mouth, aren’t you?’ Tony replies, rolling his eyes.



“I told you to shut the fuck up!” someone further along the line of chained men roarsat Tony.
Tony cranes his head to see a stocky guy glaring a him.

“Cool it, Spencer,” someone else says softly.

“No, | won't cool it! Christ, it’s fucking Fight Night! Some of us want to get our heads in the
zone, and thisidiot doesn’'t have a goddamn clue!”

Tony clamps down on another smartass reply. Ten years of working with Gibbs has given
him an instinct for when not to open his mouth and earn a head-slap, and the same principle
applies here. He can feel the tension in the truck, but he’ s not sure why they are so hyped up
about the upcoming fight. Haven't they all been doing this for some time? It might not be
nice to be thrown into a pit naked and made to fight but the sheer level of tension in the truck
makes him realize he’ s missing something. Just what doesn’t he know about these fights?

Across the truck Mac winks at him, and Tony is suddenly even more acutely aware of being
completely naked, vulnerable, and on display. He wonders if that’s something you get used
to, in time. Has Gibbs got used to it? He can’t imagine Gibbs tolerating this kind of treatment
for one second...but if they beat him enough, then even Gibbs would have had to learn to
endure it. Tony has seen the whipsin the guards' belts, and he’s sure they’re not just for
show.

He doesn't like to think of Gibbs taking beatings, but he knows there’ s no way Gibbs just
rolled over and showed them his belly. That’s never been Gibbs's style.

What damage would stubborn resistance have done to him though? If they’ ve beaten him into
submission, can he still be the man Tony once knew?

Will he even recognize Gibbs when he sees him? After five months in this brutal
environment, will Tony find him broken beyond repair?

*

They're walking along the road, talking. He doesn't find it easy talking with anyone except
his mom, but when it’ s just the two of them, alone together, he finds he can open up. She has
a gift for drawing him out, teasing him, and making him laugh. She glances down at him,
encouraging himto tell her what happened at school that day.

It wasn’'t much —just a little fight — his knuckles barely got scraped. He finds it hard to make
friends, but she saysit’sjust a phase, and he'll learn to fit in eventually. It hasn’t been easy
though, since his mom and dad separated. None of the other kids have parents who don't live
together, and he gets angry when they tease him.

The car comes out of nowhere. One minute he' stalking to his mom, and the next there’s a
screech of tires, and he feels himself being lifted up and lammed down on the road. A sharp
stabbing pain in his knee makes him cry out. He calls for his mother, but when he turns his
head he sees her lying against a nearby tree, her body folded in such a way that she can’'t be
alive. Nobody can be alive and ook like that.



The car that hit them doesn’t stop. It weaves drunkenly into the distance and isgone. It's
dusk, and he didn't even see what colour it was, let alone get a licence plate number. Hisleg
hurts so much, but not as much as seeing his momlying over there, and the bastard that
killed her driving away. His entire life has changed in the space of a couple of minutes, and a
wave of helpless rage sweeps through his body. He throws back his head and screans...

Gibbs wakes with a start. He' s still in the back of the truck; without awatch it’s hard to tell
how much time has passed, but it seemsto be along drive to this particular venue. He shakes
his head, trying to clear the fuzziness. He's dreamed that dream before, too many times to
count, but not for along time. When he was a teenager he often woke up with that scream
dying in histhroat, but after he met Shannon it stopped. Since Shannon and Kelly died, he's
had a different nightmare to haunt his sleep, but this one sometimes returns, usually when
he's least expecting it.

It’s more of a memory than a dream, his brain endlessly reliving the trauma of his mother’s
death when he was eight years old. They never did catch the bastard who killed her, and he
spent weeks in the hospital recovering before going to live with his father. The rage at her
senseless death has remained with him his entire life, along with the weakness in his knee
that he tries so hard to hide. When Shannon and Kelly were murdered, he refused to accept
another injustice. He couldn’t get any justice for his mom, because he was just akid back
then, but he sure as hell could get it for his wife and child —and he did.

The dream has reopened an old wound that never completely healed, and the timing is good.
He can use that sense of rage and injustice from his childhood in tonight’s fight. His mom
was never avenged, but he can have that vengeance now, taking it out on whomever they
throw into the pit against him. He won't be defeated tonight; he has too much fire in his belly.
They’ Il have to kill him before he surrenders.

He glances around the truck at the other fighters and sees that Steve is asleep. He's lurching
sideways, his head resting on Hurrell’ s shoulder, but Hurrell is awake, agrim look in his
eyes. Gibbs is sure he has a similar look in his own eyes, as they both think about what will
happen in the pit later.

Nothing is a foregone conclusion. Some will lose and be taken to a different stable, owned by
adifferent bastard. Otherswill win and come back in this truck. All of them will nurse
various new injuries. If they're lucky, none of them will die tonight. How long can his body
keep taking this kind of punishment? He till has yellowing bruises on his skin from last
week’ s fight, and he’s not getting any younger.

Steve mumbles something in his sleep, and Hurrell rests his head against Steve's, murmuring
something to him. It’s not just about sex then, Gibbs realizes, in surprise. Hurrell seemsto
feel a genuine affection for Steve. Maybe that’s how he keeps some sense of himself in this
nightmare world; making bonds with weaker fighters, looking out for them and having sex
with them. Maybe that’s his way of keeping hold of his own humanity.

Gibbs isn't convinced that keeping hold of your humanity will help keep you alive though. In
order to survive, he hastried to shut down every frail, human weakness and keep his mind
fixed on going out into the pit every Fight Night and winning.



The truck rumblesto a halt, and the fighters sit up. The level of tension ratchets up a notch,
the way it always does when they arrive at the venue.

The back of the truck is opened, and the guards unlock their chains from the walls and herd
them at gunpoint into the open air. The handcuffs on his wrists are attached to the chains
around his midriff and those in turn are attached to the manacles around his ankles. They're
as heavy-duty as the restraints on a prisoner being escorted to a high security prison, and
there’ s absolutely no chance of escape.

Gibbs pauses to take a big gulp of fresh air. Fight Nights are the only chance he getsto see
the outside world, and it’s so good to feel the breeze on his skin and to gaze up at the crescent
moon overhead. It’s awarm night, the air heavy, sticky and oppressive, but at least he's out
in the open, even if it’s only for a short time.

Scott’sfighters are usually herded into a holding pen to wait for their fighting slot in the pit,
but Gibbs finds himself prodded at gunpoint away from the group. Maybe he’s got first fight
—that would be good, as he'll get the hard part of the evening out of the way early. It's
always nerve-wracking to sit in the holding pen, hearing the sounds from the pit and knowing
it"ll be your turn soon.

However, instead of being taken to the pit-side holding pen, he’ s shoved towards the stands
surrounding the pit instead. These are makeshift bleachers, clearly temporary structures, and
alittle rickety.

The guard prods him up some stairs and then he finds himself in a position he’'s never been in
before. He's standing up above, looking down on the pit, instead of being in the pit looking
out. The pit looks smaller from up here, and he can barely even smell the sawdust. The stench
of hamburgers, popcorn and beer is much stronger up here though, in this twisted parody of a
spectator sport.

The crowd is already starting to assemble, and he finds it strange to be amongst so many
clothed bodies. They stare at him as he is prodded up the stairs, naked and moving slowly in
his chains. His presence amongst them draws attention, and a little hush descends over this
section of the stands as he shuffles his way up the bleachers.

“Wolfman! Hey — it’sthe wolfman!” someone yells, and even more people turn to stare at
him.

A bearded young man comes running up, and Gibbs's guard raises his gun warningly to keep
him at arm’ s length. The man comes to a halt a few yards away and gazes at Gibbs with a
look of adoration.

“Wolfman! Oh my God, it’s the freaking wolfman! Y ou're my favourite! Y ou're such a mean
son of abitch out in the pit!” he calls admiringly before the guard pushes him away.

“Y eah, you're amean SOB, but would it kill you to smile just once, Wolfman?’ someone
else yells, and the crowd dissolves into afit of laughter.

“It just might,” Gibbs growls, and the crowd thinks he's joking with them and laugh some
more.



Gibbs wonders how the hell they can reconcile their obvious hero-worship of him with the
fact that he's standing here, stark naked and chained.

Herealizesthat heis, in some sick way, a celebrity. He might be a prisoner, but heisalso a
well-known face to these people. They' ve watched him fighting and fucking in the pit for
months. They feel that, on some level, they even know him. Nothing could be further from
the truth. They don’'t even know his name. All they know is Wolfman, the name they’ ve
given to him, and the persona that they’ ve projected onto him from the comfort of their cosy,
pit-side seats.

These people have no ideawhat it’s like to fight down there in the pit. To know that one fight
stands between you and possible death, and that your life depends solely on your own skill,
courage and strength. Y ou have no clothes and no weapons. Y ou just have yourself. You are
as alone out there as it’s possible to be.

Up here, you get adifferent perspective entirely. Y ou can believe the men fighting for their
lives down there are nothing more or less than the make-believe people in moviesor on TV.
Itisn’t real to the people up here the way it is when you're standing in the pit.

A part of him even pities them for not knowing how it feelsto stand in the pit just before a

fight, with the adrenaline pumping through your veins. He might hate being forced to fight

for their entertainment, but he's never felt more alive than when standing down there in the
sawdust just before afight.

He glances around at the people gathered to watch this sick, obscene sport. He's struck by
how ordinary they look. There are several cliques of very obviously wealthy folk, sitting side
by side with much rougher-looking individuals, and while the majority of the audience is
made up of men, there are plenty of women around too.

He's shoved along arow of seatsto where his owner is sitting, surrounded by a little
entourage of people that Gibbs knows all too well. There' s Frank, the wizened little old guy
who oversees his gruelling daily training sessions; Dr Tanner, who looks as coked off his
head as usual; and some of the guards who aren’t on duty tonight. Gibbs is pushed into the
vacant seat next to Scott, and his owner turns and gives him a beaming smile.

“Ah, Leroy. | thought you might appreciate the view from up here!” He makes no reply, and
Scott laughs. “Never very talkative, our Leroy! Strictly speaking, the fighters aren’t allowed
on the bleachers, but | pulled a few strings. I’m quite a player now, you know, thanks to
you.”

Gibbs turns to give the man a hard stare, but Scott ignores it.

“It also helped that Prince Walid wanted a favour from me tonight. Prince Walid himself! He
owns this entire setup, you know. This — the fights, the pits — the whole thing was hisideain
the beginning. It’s grown so much over the past few years —it’s big business now.”

“His mom must be so proud,” Gibbs says sarcastically.

“He'savery important man —and | was able to do him a favour — so he did one for me!”
Scott beams, clearly getting off on being considered a major player.



The place is filling up, and there’s an air of palpable excitement pervading the arena. A hush
falls as the commentator announces the first fight of the evening, and a second later one of
the pit-side holding pens is opened, and a big man struts into the pit like he belongs there.

“Fire-man, Fire-man, Fire-man!” the crowd chants, and Gibbs feels the hairs on the back of
his neck stand on end. Thisiswhat it’s like experiencing these fights as a member of the
audience, and he can tell that they know this fighter well. He's a crowd-pleaser, and Gibbs
can see why. He charges around the pit, urging them on to louder cat-calls and more
thunderous levels of applause, and the audience, loving it, duly obliges.

“He’'sashowman,” Scott says. “You know, you could learn something from him, Leroy. The
crowd adores him. He' s brutal, of course, but agreat fighter, and he plays up to the crowd.
He getsthem on his side. Y ou could do that, Leroy.”

“I could if | gave adamn.”

“I get it. Not your style. You like to shut out everything but your opponent when you're
fighting. But maybe afterwards?’ Scott glances at him. “Y ou could engage with the crowd
more, give them some entertainment value, and put on more of a show.”

Gibbs turns to give him an incredulous stare. He' s fighting for his life every time he steps out
into the pit, and Scott wants him to be entertaining? The anger that’s never far beneath the
surface courses through his veins again, and if he wasn't chained he’d slam his fist into the
man’s stupid fat face right here and now.

“Who’s the best fucking fighter in the pit?’ the fireman yells, and the crowd goesinto a
frenzy.

“You are! Fireeman! Fireeman! Fire-man!”
“That’s not his real name, of course,” Scott tells Gibbs.
“Youdon't say.”

“Hisreal name is Liam Mclntyre, and he’s one of the two biggest starsin the entire
tournament.”

“Really.” Gibbs couldn’t put less interest in his tone of voice if he tried.

“Don’'t you want to know who the other one is?” Scott nudges him conspiratorially.

“No.”

“You are!” Scott laughs. “You are, Leroy. One of MY fightersis the other biggest star of the
tournament! If you keep on winning, then you’ll face Mac in the final. He's your main
competition, Leroy, so watch him closely.”

Gibbs is interested in this piece of news, despite himself. Often, he only sees an opponent for

the first time when he steps into the pit with him. He might have caught a glimpse of him on
aprevious Fight Night, while waiting in the pit-side holding pen to go on next, but that’s not



much to go on. Being allowed to watch the fight from up here is actually a huge tactical
advantage, and he wonders what Scott had to give Walid in return to make it happen.

The gate to the holding pen on the opposite side of the pit is opened, and a guy he recognizes
from the previous week runs out. He's lithe and sleek, covered in tattoos, and he likes to play
the audience too. Gibbs remembers how he brutally dispatched the newbie kid last Fight
Night. Tattoo Guy runs around the pit, trying to get the audience going, but it’s clear their
affections are with Mac.

Mac gives Tattoo Guy a few secondsto play the crowd, and then he lumbers forward. He'sa
huge mountain of a man; some of his bulk is fat, but Gibbs can see that alot of it is muscle.
The combination is extremely effective, and Tattoo Guy, although tall, looks dwarfed by him.

Mac is clearly a hard opponent to beat; he has a massive weight advantage for a sart. But
Gibbs has found that when all you have to fight with are your wits, experience and killer
instinct, then weight and height are less of an advantage than sheer bloody-minded
determination — and Tattoo Guy’s got plenty of that. He's also not afraid to fight dirty — but it
soon becomes clear that Mac isn't, either.

Tattoo Guy puts up a good fight, and Gibbs rates him as one of the better fighters on the
circuit, but Mac istoo big, too relentless, and too mean a bastard to bring down. After some
brutish fighting that draws blood on both sides, Mac manages to kick his opponent in the
balls and then throws his entire weight on top of him to bring him down. He then sits on top
of hisfelled opponent and lands punch after brutal punch on Tattoo Guy’s face.

Gibbsisn’t even sure Tattoo Guy is conscious when the referee finally stopsthe fight and
pulls Mac off. Whether the man is conscious or not, he' Il get fucked —that’s the way this
game works. Mac has a leer on his face as he circles his fallen victim

“Fire-man! Fire-man! Fire-man!” the crowd chants again, and Mac milks it for all he’s worth,
massaging his big dick and thrusting his groin out as the audience cheers him on.

“Bet you're wondering how he got that pit name,” Scott saysto Gibbs.
“Nope.”
“Sureyou are.”

Mac turns back to Tattoo Guy, who is moaning softly, barely moving. He grabs the man,
slings him effortlessly over his shoulder, and runs around the pit with him.

“’Cause of that?’ Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

Scott grinsat him. “Nope. You'll see.”

Gibbs can feel his gut tightening as he watches the drama unfold in the pit. He wonders what
it feels like to be slung over Mac’ s shoulder and carried around like a piece of meat and

promises himself that he'll never let it happen to him. Mac is aformidable opponent though,
no doubt about it, and he'll be hard to beat. Gibbs clamps down on that thought — he can’t



afford any doubts. He mustn't let this bastard get into his head, or he' Il have no chance
against him when they finally meet in the pit.

He watches as Mac finishes his victory march around the pit and then slings his prize down
on the ground. Gibbs has done this himself, too many times to count, but it’ s different
viewing it as a spectator. He can feel a certain amount of pity for Tattoo Guy now, although
he’s sure the man showed none for his victims in the past, any more than Gibbs ever hasin
the pit.

Gibbs fazes out as Mclntyre skewers Tattoo Guy with his big dick, making obscene gestures
at the audience as he fucks his victim into the sawdust. Gibbs glances around the audience
instead, trying to get the measure of this event from his unique vantage point. He can see
various clusters of what must be owners — wealthy men, with armed guards around them. His
gaze stops on one man who is clearly the emperor of this event, seated on a big, padded chair
over on the other side of the arena. He's middle-eastern in appearance, darkly handsome and
exquisitely dressed. That hasto be Walid.

Walid seemsto feel Gibbs' s gaze on him because he looks up, sraight a him. He stares at
Gibbs for amoment, and then he nods his head gravely in his direction. Gibbs makes
absolutely no response, and a second later Walid’ s handsome face breaks into a broad grin,
and he laughs softly to himself, never taking his eyes off Gibbs the entire time.

Chanting breaks out in the crowd again, drawing Gibbs's gaze back to the pit, and he sees
Mac finishing up with Tattoo Guy. The big man comes with a mighty bellow and then
withdraws and stands up... but judging by the sense of eager anticipation among the crowd,
he isn’'t done yet.

Gibbs watches as Mclntyre stands over his victim, grabs his flaccid dick, and pisses all over
the fallen man.

Scott turnsto him. “That’s how he got his pit name.”
“Oh shit,” Gibbs muttersin disgust.

“See, that’s what happens when you lose to Big Mac.” Scott’s eyes are dark and serious. “ So
you have to make sure you don’t lose, Leroy, when the time comes.”

Gibbs makes no reply. He doesn’t need any extra incentives; he'll die out there rather than
surrender.

“Oh, he’'sgood — | didn’t want you to underestimate him — that’s why | brought you up here
today,” Scott says. “But you're good too, Leroy. Look, | want to show you something.” Scott
gets out his cell phone and flicks his fingers across the screen a few times. Then he holds it
up, and Gibbs finds himself looking at a piece of video footage.

“It'syou,” Scott tells him. “At your last fight.”
It’s fascinating watching himself prowling around the pit — he looks focused, deadly, and

completely in the moment. His concentration doesn’t lapse for even a second — that’s always
been one of his strengths.



“You can beat Mac,” Scott says. “The wolfman can beat the fireman.”
“Mac is about twenty years younger than me and 30 pounds heavier,” Gibbs points out.

“You can beat him if you're angry enough,” Scott says. “Y our anger is your greatest weapon,
Leroy. Be angry out there. | don’t care who the hell you're angry with, but I’ ve never seen a
man feel anger like you do without losing focus. That’s why you're so good.”

Gibbs gives another grunt. He has a grudging respect for what Scott’s doing. He's playing
him to get the best out of him, the way he' s been playing him for months now, and it’s
working.

Scott’s attitude changes from serious to laid-back in an instant, and he gives another of those
lazy, deceptive grins and leans forward. “I1t’ stime for your fight now, Leroy,” he says.

*

Tony sits with his back pressed against the bars of the holding pen, watching the other
fighters. Some of them are pacing around anxiously, chewing on their fingers. Others are
sitting on the floor of the pen like him, their relaxed poses seriously undermined by the lines
of tension he can see in their taut muscles.

It's a beautiful warm night, and there’s a crescent moon overhead. He can see the back of the
bleachers in the distance and hear the distant shouts and jeers coming from the direction of
the pit, but out here it’s almost peaceful.

There are several holding pens dotted around the barren patch of land, each of them located
near atruck, and each with its own set of armed guards. It seems as if each owner gets his
own pen. Although they're clearly temporary structures, the pens were already there when the
truck pulled up alittle while ago. The fighters were all shoved into the wooden pens still
wearing their chains — all of them except Mac, who was separated out and ushered in the
direction of the pit.

There' sabig roar from the direction of the pit, and then the sounds of people moving around,
and some of the crowd emerge to use the temporary toilets and buy food from a couple of
vendors. How the hell did the vendors get this gig? Tony presumes Walid has laid on the
amenities like everything else; this is a business for him as much as a pleasure.

There' s a sense of exhilaration in the air, and a little while later Mac is escorted back across
the field. There' s blood running down his face and bite marks along one brawny forearm, but
he looks exuberant.

“Hey, fuckers! | told you I’ d have a good night!” he jeers through the bars of the holding pen.
Nobody responds, but Tony can see them all deflate slightly at this news.

“Hoping he'd lose, huh?’ he asks the guy sitting next to him as Mac is led away.

“What do you think? If he'd lost, he’d have gone to a different stable, and we wouldn't have
to put up with the bastard anymore,” the man replies.



So that’s how it works. Tony is gradually piecing this jigsaw together. “Y ou could lose —to
get away from him?’ Tony suggests.

The man gives him an incredulous look. “Lose on purpose? No way. Too risky.”

Tony watches as Mac is escorted back to the truck. “Do you only have to fight once?’ he
asks.

The man nods. “Y eah, once each Fight Night. If you win, you stay with your current owner.
If you lose, you go to the stable of the fighter who beat you. You really are anewbie, aren’t
you?’

At that moment the gate of the holding pen is opened, and a guard enters. He glances around
and then jerks his head in Tony’ s direction. Tony’s stomach does a sudden queasy lurch.

“You. Get your ass over here.”

Tony gets up slowly, and the man he was just talking to touches his arm briefly. “Good luck.
Y ou should go al out to win. It’s better that way — trust me.”

Tony doesn't have much time to think about that because the guard grabs his shoulder and
propels him out of the holding pen and towards the arena.

It smells like adog racing track, or amusic gig, or any of those places where people get
together and eat and watch a show. He looks around, trying to keep his agent head on and
scope out any chance to put his plan into action. First he needs to find Gibbs though; he can’'t
put any escape plan into action until then. His stomach does another anxious flip. Gibbs is
probably here somewhere, close by. If 0, it’s the nearest Tony’ s been to him in five months,
and the sense of anticipation is acute.

He' s taken up onto the bleachers, which wasn't where he saw Mac being taken earlier, so that
confuses him. He doesn't like being naked amongst all these clothed people, but they barely
gpare him a glance. He' swalked up to what is clearly the best seat in the house — a boxed off
area containing a big, padded seat, where Walid is sitting like aking on histhrone. Tony is
shoved onto the bench immediately to the left of Walid.

“Hey, Walid. Nice to see you again. So, thisis cool. Like Christians versus lions with you as
the Roman emperor,” Tony sayswith agrin. “You must love having all this power.”

Walid doesn’'t look remotely riled by that comment. He just inclines his head towards Tony.
“I do. And you’re most welcome, Tony. I’m delighted to see that you haven't lost
your...unique sense of humour. Although, | do wonder if that might change before the
evening isover.”

Walid isn't wearing his sunglasses and his eyes have a gleam of anticipation. Tony has an
excellent view of the pit down below, lit by massive floodlights. He gives a little whistle.

“Wow, thiswhole thing must cost you a hell of alot of money to stage, Walid.”



“I have money.” Walid shrugs. Then he grins. “It aso makes me money. It’'s become quite
successful, Tony. | get acut from all the gambling, and the owners have to pay me in order to
put their fighters in the pit. Good fighters are also often bought and sold for high sums, and |
get acut of that too. It’s big business.”

“Aw! And your family thought you wouldn’t amount to anything. How wrong they were!”
Tony glances sideways to see if that barb hit home, and he sees Walid stiffening so he counts
it as a success.

Walid turns towards him, a macabre little smile on his face. “You are in fine form this
evening, Tony. I’'m glad. That will make the events | have planned all the more pleasing.”

That sounds ominous. Tony watches as fresh sawdust is strewn in the pit. The crowd begin to
return to their seats, clutching drinks and hotdogs, and the air of anticipation startsto build.

“Next up, we have the only other unbeaten fighter in the tournament this season!” the
commentator announces excitably, and a little murmur goes around the crowd. “He's mean,
he’'s hungry, and he never, ever smiles...he’s the wolfman!”

The crowd eruptsin afit of wild cheering, and Tony watches as the guards open the gate to a
holding pen, and a man prowls out into the pit. He' s tall and well built, with a sleekly
muscled body, and like Tony and all the other fighters he's encountered, he’'s naked. His hair
has been shorn to no more than a half an inch in length all over, and his body is glistening
under the glare of the lights.

“Is he covered in oil?” Tony turnsto Walid to find the man watching him intently.
“Yes. They are all oiled — it makes them slippery. Harder to catch.”

“What arethe rules?’ Tony asks, leaning forward, catching the sense of excitement in the
crowd and feeling it too, despite himself.

“There are no rules.” Walid smiles. “They fight until one of them has clearly won. Sometimes
that is very quick — other times, it takes much longer. Wolfman usually doesn’t need very
long. He is one of the best fighters we have.”

He smiles at Tony again and nods back at the pit where another fighter has been released
from his pen.

Tony decides he wouldn't like to fight the wolfman. He suits his name. There' s a predatory
kind of grace about the way he moves and a look of total concentration on his face. It reminds
him of Gibbs when he’s chasing alead on a case...Gibbs. The realization kicks in, and he
looks up to find Walid still smiling at him.

“Yes, Tony?’
“That’s Gibbs. Wolfman is Gibbs!” Tony looks back down on the pit in shock. He hadn’'t

recognized him. He's worked with the man for ten years, lusted after him and loved him for
pretty much the same amount of time, and he didn’t recognize him.



Maybe it’s the extremely short hair, or the muscles that are much more evident now than they
were five months ago, and it’s not asif Gibbs was lacking in that department even back then.
But no, it’s not either of those things. It’'s Gibbs himself. He looks like a different person.
There is no sense of the man Tony once knew in that predator below in the pit.

Relief floods in all the same, combined with a nagging sense of anxiety. At least he wasright,
and Gibbsis alive...but how much of *his* Gibbsis still left in that stranger down there?

“Problem, Tony?" Walid asks silkily.
“Yes. What the hell have you done to him?’

“We have done nothing to him. We have simply teased out his potential and given him away
of best expressing the hungry wolf he is inside. He is aptly named, yes?’

Tony watches as Gibbs behaves just like a hungry wolf. There’s an expression of cold,
calculating anger in his eyes as he moves towards his prey. The other man is clearly terrified
and makes a sudden rash move, throwing himself at Gibbs, fists flailing. It’s atactical error,
and Gibbs punishes it ruthlessly and efficiently, getting in several low punches that make
Tony wince before skipping out of reach of his opponent’s fists.

“Heredlly is very good,” Walid whispersin Tony’s ear. “Y ou see, we cannot make afighter,
Tony; fighters are born. We simply liberated him from his civilized trappings and showed
himwhat hereally is. And Gibbs is an excellent fighter, as you can see. Only my own fighter,
Mac, is better. I’'m annoyed with myself that | didn’'t keep Gibbs when | first had him
captured. | was misled by his age and his weak knee; | should have looked into his eyes and
seen the wolf within.”

Tony feels a shiver running up his spine, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on
end. He fears Walid might be right because the Gibbs he’s looking at right now is coolly
ruthless as he throws punch after punch, exposing his opponent’ s weaknesses with brutal
precision before bringing the man to his knees with a sneaky swipe at his ankles, sweeping
his feet out from under him.

Gibbs' s movements are smooth and controlled, but Tony can see atidal wave of rage surging
just beneath the surface as he leaps on his prey and punches away at his jaw repeatedly and
with deadly accuracy.

The crowd scent blood and rise to their feet, cheering as Gibbs's opponent goes limp and
stops fighting. Gibbs, however, doesn’t stop punching. Tony winces and wants to look away
as Gibbs carries on, his fists breaking the man’ s nose and causing blood to flow freely into
the sawdust.

Finally — after what feels like hours — the referee steps in and stopsthe fight, and Gibbs
moves back, away from his prey. Tony isinitially relieved it’ s all over, but then he realizes,
from the reaction of the crowd and the hush that descends, that it isn't.

Walid is watching him again, an indulgent smile playing on his cruel mouth. “Watch,” he
instructs. “You'll enjoy this next bit, Tony.”



Tony istransfixed as Gibbs returns to his victim, that predatory look still on his face. This
isn't over for Gibbs yet; there’'s something more he wants to do.

“Wolf-man! Wolf-man! Wolf-man!” the crowd chants, and the atmosphere in the arena has
turned electric.

A breeze rustles though Tony’ s hair, chilling his naked body to the bone as Gibbs grabs the
man, pulls him onto his haunches...and then begins fucking him with cruel efficiency.

“Shit...that’s...that’ s just...horrific.” Tony turns away, unable to watch. It’s not so much the
act, as watching Gibbs perform it. To be fair, he can’t see any actual relish on Gibbs's part,
but he can see a certain angry satisfaction. He might not like it, but he doesn’t hate it, either.
Just what have these bastards done to him?

“I know Gibbs,” Tony says urgently to Walid. “And he might be a bastard — hell, he' [l admit
to that himself — but he's no rapist.”

“Really?’ Walid raises a polite eyebrow.

“So what have you done to him? What have you threatened him with, Walid? What’ sthe
penalty for refusal?’

Walid shrugs. “It’sagood question, Tony. But did it ever occur to you that he might not need
any incentive to do this? Look at him — does he look like a man being coerced?’

Tony can’'t look though. The sounds from the pit are sickening enough. He doesn’t want to
see what Gibbs is doing right now.

“| said, look a him!” Walid roars, and, reluctantly, Tony turns his head back to look at the
arena.

Tony can see a catalogue of marks on Gibbs's sleek, lean body. There is clear evidence of
scarring on his back, so he’s obviously been whipped at some point, but is it possible to whip
aman into committing rape?

Tony closes his eyes and listens as the crowd’ s cheering comes to atriumphant conclusion,
and then they’ re stamping their feet and applauding. When he opens his eyes again, he sees
Gibbs stalking out of the pit without sparing the audience a second glance. The crowd
appears to love him for his disdain. They chant his name over and over again, laughing at his
refusal to engage with them, enjoying the fact that he's just as ruthless with them as he was
with his victim.

“That is your mentor, Tony,” Walid murmurs to him, in that same silky tone of voice. “That
is the man you worshipped, admired, and risked your life to save. Behold your idol, Tony. Or
should that be ‘fallen idol’, hmm?”’

Gibbs checks himself over as the adrenaline high of his fight gradually fades. Sometimes he
sustains injuries he wasn't even aware of at the time, in the heat of the fight. This one was



tough; his opponents have been getting progressively tougher for the past couple of months,
as the competition intensifies in the build up to this grand finale that Scott is so excited aboui.

He' s got abruised jaw and one of hisribsistender, but apart from that he’'s fine. A guard
chains him up again, but instead of being taken back to the truck as usual after afight, he's
returned to Scott’s holding pen instead.

“What's going on?’ Hurrell asks he sits down, his chest still heaving from the fight. “Why
did they bring you back here?’

“No idea.” Gibbs shrugs. He notices blood running down his shin that he didn’t see before,
but it’s just agraze.

“I don't like it,” Steve says anxiously. “Is something different happening tonight?’ He begins
gnawing on his fingernails. They’re bitten down to the quick asit is; the skin around them is
hanging off in angry red strips, but compared to the kind of injuries sustained in the pit it's
nothing.

“Likel said, | have no idea,” Gibbs growls. He' s unsettled by the change himself, but he
can't allow it to get to him.

“Why did Scott take you out of the pen earlier?” Hurrell asks, gazing at Gibbs curiously.

“He wanted to show me a fighter he thinks I’ll meet in the last fight of the season — if | keep
winning.”

“Y ou got to watch the fights from the bleachers?’ Steve asks excitedly. He' s so on edge that
he's practically bouncing off the holding pen walls, and Gibbs wonders if Tanner has got his
dosage right.

He watches as Hurrell puts a calming hand on Steve's shoulder, and Steve relaxes into the
touch, visibly reassured.

“What's it like?” Steve asks. “What’s it like to watch the fighting?’

“Different.” Gibbs shrugs.

“What did Scott say to you?’ Hurrell is giving him another one of those thoughtful looks.
Gibbs shrugs again. “The usual shit.”

“He’ s trying to psych you up, so you'll win for him. He's playing you,” Hurrell says.

“I know.”

“I heard him talking to you back at the stable. | heard what he was offering you during the
down season.”

Somehow, everything Hurrell says to him sounds like an accusation, and Gibbs turnsto glare
at him



“Do you ever wonder what they’ Il do with the rest of us? The oneswho don’t win all the
time?’ Hurrell asks quietly. “Will they want to waste the money on feeding and guarding us
all through the down season?’

“They’ll still need fighters for the new season,” Gibbs replies.
“They can steal fighters!”
“But it’srisky.”

Hurrell nods, but Gibbs can understand the fear. He has no idea whether Scott istrying to
play him with all his promises about the down season, and he has no idea what will happen to
the less able fighters, either. Would Scott kill them? Does the man have the stones for that?
He doubtsthat’s what happens — even the cheapest fighters cost afew thousand dollars, and
that makes them a commodity. Y ou don't kill your commodity.

Hurrell is still giving him a needling little look. “Do you buy into what Scott’s telling you?’
he asks bluntly. “Do you like the idea of being the ultimate winner, Gibbs? * Cause sometimes
| look at you, and | think you're loving all this, and that’s why you' re not trying to escape.”

Gibbs is about to growl back an angry retort when a huge roar goes up from the pit, and Steve
jumps nervously. He's like the proverbial cat on a hot tin roof, wound up at the prospect of
his fight.

“Ssh,” Hurrell says. “Y ou need a distraction. Let me tell you a story.”

“A story?” Steve looks pathetically desperate to take any distraction going. Gibbs sighs and
leans back against the bars of the holding pen. He has afeeling that Hurrell often tells Steve
stories during the long nights alone in their stall, when they’re not fucking. Steve's a young,
weak man, and Hurrell seems to have appointed himself as his protector.

“Y eah — hearing all the cries for *Wolfman’ reminded me of this story someone once told
me.”

Gibbs opens his eyes a fraction and fixes Hurrell with a hard look.
“This story is called ‘ The Two Wolves',” Hurrell says, totally ignoring him.

“Wolves...cool! Wolves. | like wolves,” Steve says eagerly. He chews down hard on his
thumb and the blood seeps out from around the fingernail.

Hurrell strokes the back of his head gently with his hand, and Gibbs fights down a memory of
giving Tony an ‘attaboy’ many years ago. Tony’s hair was soft under his hand, and the
memory s so vivid it hurts.

“So, a Cherokee elder was teaching his grandchildren about life,” Hurrell begins. “He said to
them, ‘A fight is going on inside me, and it’s aterrible fight between two wolves. One wolf is
dark, and it represents fear, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, hatefulness, lies—and
anger.”” Hurrell glances at Gibbs who gives him a stony look in return.,



““The other wolf is full of light, and it sands for joy, peace, truth, hope, humbleness,
kindness, friendship, generosity, faith—and love.””

Gibbs leans his head back on the bars of the pen. He knows this story. His father told it to
him once, many years ago, after he got into afight at school.

““This same fight is going on inside of you, and inside every other persontoo,”” Hurrell
continues. “* Those same two wolves are fighting inside each of us, all the time.” The children
thought about it for alittle while. Then one child asked his grandfather, ‘Which wolf will
win? And the Cherokee elder replied...”

“The one you feed,” Gibbs finishes for him with a growl.

He and Hurrell stare a each other for along moment, and Steve clearly sensesthe tension
within the pen because he starts chattering away.

“Wow, that’s cool! Two wolves...I love that story. | have to remember it so when | get out of
here | can tell my little girl...she’sthree years old, and she loves stories...” He pauses,
looking suddenly broken.

Hurrell wraps his hand around Steve' s neck and pulls his head down, gently caressing his
back with his other hand. Gibbs closes his eyes, shutting out thoughts of Kelly. The anger
rises in his belly again, and he ailmost wishes he was back in the pit so he could pound out his
fury on someone — anyone.

They are silent for along time, listening as the fight in the pit comesto an end. Then one of
Scott’s men comes to the holding pen.

“You.” He points at Steve. “Your turn.”

“Can't | go first?’ Hurrell asks, but they all know the answer to that. They are matched
against a specific opponent, depending on the number of fights they’ ve fought, and how
many they’ve won.

“It's okay. My turn. Better to get it over with, huh? See you in the truck later!” Steve says
brightly, getting to his feet.

He hops out of the pen, his entire body shaking with nerves and anticipation.

Gibbs rubs a hand over the stubble on his head. Why has he been brought back to the holding
pen instead of being put back in the truck? And what did Scott offer to Walid in order to get
him that pit-side seat earlier?

Something bad is going to happen tonight. He can feel it in his gut.

*

“So the raping thing — whose idea was that?’ Tony asks, as the third bout he’s witnessed
comes to an end, and the victor rampages around the pit, screaming in glee at the audience.



“Raping?| prefer to view it asthe just prize for avictory hard won. This is a gladiatorial
contest, Tony,” Walid replies. “There should be some penalty for losing, shouldn’t there?’

“Y ou mean beyond a broken nose, concussion, and possible brain damage?’ Tony raises an
eyebrow.

“See, to do this properly, the loser should really forfeit hislife.” Walid gives aregretful sigh.
“But fighters are expensive, and that’s wasteful. All the same, my audience wants some kind
of climax to the event, and for the loser to experience some kind of forfeiture. Also, the
winner should get the chance to exert his dominance over the loser, don't you agree? It makes
sense.”

“It only makes sense if you're kind of nuts,” Tony replies with a shrug.

Walid smiles. “My sport of choice simply happens to be more honest than most,” he says.
“Don’t tell me that when you watch a boxing match you don’t long for someone to get hurt —
really hurt. We enjoy it because it is primal. | am simply removing all the modern day
frippery that has made the boxing world so safe and sterile. | am giving the audience what it
really craves; no gloves, no safety mechanisms, no pampered little prima donna performers
with their big pay checks.”

“Y ou’re kidnapping people and forcing them to fight at gunpoint,” Tony points out.

Walid laughs. “You say that as if mankind does not have a history of such contests. | prefer to
think of it as simply returning us to an earlier, more honest age.”

“Y ou're talking about ancient Rome? Gladiators?’

“Of course. They were mostly slaves, men defeated in battle, taken from their homelands,
and made to fight in front of crowds. Thisisthe same thing.” Walid shrugs. “It is brutal, yes,
but there is a beauty to its brutality and a sense of nobility.”

“I guess I'm not seeing either the beauty or the nobility then.”

“Then look harder.” Walid sits back in histhrone, a dark, intense look in his eyes. “I mean
it.” He glances at Tony. “Y ou should enjoy this next one, Tony.”

*

They hear the fight in the pit coming to an end, and Gibbs sits up. Steve will have been in the
pit-side holding pen waiting his turn while that fight finished, so hiswill be next. Gibbs hopes
the skinny young man can hold it together to at least avoid being injured too badly. Maybe he
can even win. He won his fight the previous week, so it’s possible. Gibbs suspects it’ll make
Hurrell happy if Steve wins; he seems to have built up arapport with the kid and will no
doubt be upset if Steve ends up going to another stable later this evening, instead of back to
Scott’s with them.

The guard returns to the holding pen with both Scott and Tanner, and Gibbs getsto his feet,
that bad feeling in his gut intensifying.



“Leroy — I’m sorry, we must prevail upon your unique skills again,” Scott says.
“| already fought this evening.”

“I know, and usually | wouldn’'t agree to a second fight. It’s not fair on you. But, like | said,
Walid asked for afavour, and thisisit.” Scott gives him a benign smile. “For what it’s worth,
| don't believe you' [l have much trouble with this particular opponent.”

Gibbs stands his ground, staring at the man.

“Ah, maybe you're worried about...” Scott points down at his groin with a conspiratorial
wink. “A man your age...istwice going to be difficult for you? | did ask for alittle rest
period for you, to give you time to recover. And Tanner has more drugs for you.”

He nods, and Tanner comes towards him, carrying a needle.

Gibbs knows from experience that refusing the drugsisn’t agood idea. They’ll just hold him
down and inject him anyway. No matter how much he glares and protests, he has no
bargaining chips here.

His muscles are taut with anger at the lack of control he has over what they’re doing to his
body, but he submitsto Tanner’sinjection and is then prodded out of the holding pen by the
guard. Scott puts a hand on his shoulder and walks him back towards the pit.

“Thisone’ s anewbie, so he won't be a challenge for you. You'll probably have him down the
minute his hood isremoved.” He squeezes Gibbs's shoulder firmly. “Just remember what's at
stake, Leroy, and how much you love winning.”

It's been along time since Gibbs last faced a newbie in the pit, and he feels a sense of
revulsion. It’'s always worse somehow because they don’t know what to do, or what to
expect. He can still remember his own sense of disorientation that first time. He'd been
hooded, as all newbies are, and he had no idea what awaited him.

Hisfirst glimpse of the pit had been when the hood was removed, and then an opponent was
bearing down on him and before he knew it he was fighting for his life in front of a baying
crowd. His old Marine instincts had kicked in and seen him through, but he can still
remember how terrifying the entire event had been.

“Why the hell do you hood the newbies anyway?’ he asks Scott.

Scott shrugs and spreads his arms wide. “For the drama, my dear Leroy. To see them blinking
and blundering around down there, like helpless little new-borns, and for the joy of watching
them either sink or swim.”

“I always thought | was a bastard, but you're in awhole different league.”

“Oh, you are abastard, Leroy. Now go out there and show us all just how much of a bastard
you can be!”



The back gate of the pit-side holding pen is opened, and Gibbs is shoved into it by one of the
guards. Scott waves at him and then disappears, presumably to return to his seat.

Steveis standing at the front of the pen, waiting for hisfight to begin. His fingers are bitten
down to bloody stubs, and he’s clearly trying to psych himself up and get into the right
headspace for what lies ahead.

“Just focus. Don't let your opponent get into your head,” Gibbs advises him. “Stay calm —
and Steve?”’

“Yeah? Stevelooksat him, his eyes dark, his pupils dilated from the drugs.
“Remember to breathe.”

Steve grins at him and holds up both thumbs. Then the front gate of the pen is opened, and
the guard prods Steve out into the arena.

Gibbs watches him go, taking up position at the front of the pen to oil up again and watch the
fight. Thisisthe first time he’ s ever been made to fight twice in one night, and he feels angry
at the change to hisroutine. He got himself all psyched up to fight earlier and thought that
was behind him for another week, only to find that he has to go out there and do it all over

again.

He can’'t spare any sympathy for Steve, or for the newbie he’s going out to fight shortly, or
for anyone else. If he’sto go out there and win then he has to block out everything and
everyone and concentrate. He's at a disadvantage; he's already fought one tough bout tonight,
and he's bruised and tired, but he'll be damned if he's going to lose to a newbie.

He has to find that anger from earlier and reconnect with the hunger to win. Hurrell and all
his moralizing can go to hell; he's going to need the dark wolf tonight, so that’s the one he's
damn well going to feed.

Tony isn’'t sure why Walid is so interested in him watching this fight. It seems like a hopeless
mismatch to him. There' s a skinny, lanky kid, probably in his early twenties, whose moves
are all over the place, pitched against one of Walid’s men who he remembers from the drive
over herein the truck. It's the guy who told him to shut up repeatedly; Spencer, someone
called him.

Spencer isathickset guy with jet black hair. He moves with akind of feline grace, and it’s
clear from the outset that the skinny kid doesn’t stand a chance against him.

“At least the other fights were more equal — height, weight, skill,” Tony points out to Walid.
“Thisone’ s ano-brainer.”

“Isthat so?" Walid' s long, elegant fingers stroke aring on hisright hand. “Three fights in,
and you're already an expert, are you, Tony?’



Tony rolls his eyes and settles back to watch as Spencer makes short work of the skinny kid.
It doesn't take long before the kid is lying on his back in the sawdust, screaming his head off,
blood pouring from his nose.

“Like | said,” Tony mutters, looking away. He hates the next part, the fucking part. It makes
him feel sick.

Walid leans forward in his chair, an intense look in his eyes, and Tony looks back, curious.

The crowd is standing up and jeering and down in the pit something unexpected seemsto be
happening. Tony cranes his neck to get a better view.

Spencer is standing back, away from the man he just defeated, his arms crossed over his
chest.

“Do we have arefusal to fuck?’ the commentator yells excitedly. “It looks like we do!”
The crowd goes wild, yelling out something Tony can’t decipher.

“It looks asif our esteemed patron, Prince Walid, will have the deciding voice in this round!”
the commentator declares.

The crowd eruptsinto along bout of yelling and caterwauling that seemsto go on for ages.
Walid sits on his throne, craning his head and cupping his ear theatrically as if he’ strying to
hear what they’'re saying.

Then Walid stands up, and the crowd goes silent. Down in the pit, Spencer is looking up at
Walid with an expression of stubborn desperation in his eyes. The skinny kid starts to shake
and sob, looking terrified.

Walid moves forward, where everyone can see him, and Tony can see that he' s soaking this
up. Walid is loving every second of it, and Tony is reminded again of the gladiatorial contests
of Ancient Rome, where someone’s life rested on whether the emperor turned his thumb up
or down. Inthis particular arena, Walid is the emperor; thisis his game, and it’s played by his
rules.

Down in the pit, the referee has a gun in his hand and waits for the decision.

“So, Prince Walid —what’s it to be? Which of these fighters pays with his life?’ the
commentator asks gleefully.

Y ou could hear a pin drop as Walid ponders his decision.

Tony getsto his feet, histhroat dry. “Walid...you can’t be serious,” he says urgently, moving
forward. A guard intercepts him, grabs him, and throws him back down on the bench.
“Walid!” Tony yells.

Walid looks down on the pit, a smile on his face. He flings out his arm dramatically in the
direction of the skinny kid, and the referee strides towards him, gun drawn.



“No!” the kid screams. “Please, no...no, no!”

There is no pause, no hesitation, and no mercy. The referee puts his gun to the kid's head,
pulls the trigger, and there is an explosion of blood all over the sawdust.

Tony gazes down on the pit in horrified silence.

“Well, you did ask what happens if the victor refuses to complete the fight in the appropriate
way.” Walid smirks at him.

“Shit...did you...I can't believe this...you just killed him,” Tony whispers in disbelief.

Walid shrugs. “That’sthe game, Tony. That’s how it’s played.”

*

Gibbs stands in the holding pen, watching angrily as Steve's lifeless body dropsto the floor a
few feet away, blood pouring out of the wound in his head.

He hears a strangled sob behind him and turns to see that Hurrell has just been shoved into
the pen to wait for his fight.

“Steve?” Hurrell yells, all the blood draining from his face as he sees the tail end of what just
happened. “Steve?’ He presses himself against the bars at the front of the pen asanet is
thrown over the corpse and it’s dragged through the sawdust, out of the pit. 1t’ll be thrown in
an incinerator, and the ashes and bones buried somewhere nobody will find them; Gibbs has
heard the guards talking about what happens to the bodies.

Hurrell looks broken, and Gibbs grabs his arm and squeezes tight to keep the man upright.

“He had a girlfriend...and alittle kid...shit...he was just akid himself,” Hurrell tells him.
“Hewas a person...hewasreal... and they just snuffed him out like he was nothing. The
fucking bastards.”

There is nothing Gibbs can say to make this any better. All he can do istry and prevent there
being two tragedies tonight instead of one. His own fight is next, and then Hurrell will be
forced out there into the pit after him. The man has to get his head on straight if he’s to stand
any chance of winning after this.

“Find your own dark wolf, Hurrell,” he says urgently, shaking him hard. “Find it, use it, and
win, because that’s the only way to survive.”

Hurrell stares at him from blank eyes. “1 can't fight...I can't fight after that...”
“Yes, you damn well can!” Gibbs roars. “It'sawar, Hurrell, and you're aMarine. You'll do

what | do —you'’ll go out there and fight, and win, and fuck, and that way we both get to stay
alive tonight.”



He' s so angry that he wants to get out there and fight right now. He wants to take out all his
anger, rage, and pain on his next opponent in the pit, to slam hisfist into an anonymous face
and take hisrevenge for Steve' s senseless death.

*

Tony stares down at the pit as the dead body is pulled through the sawdugt, trailing blood in
itswake. The mood in the arena is ugly, shock and bloodlust warring with each other, making
the crowd jittery. They loved what just happened though; Tony is sure about that. It might
have been shocking, but they loved the thrill and excitement of watching someone being
executed in front of them.

He looks up to find Walid staring at him thoughtfully. “So, Tony, | think you understand us a
little better now, no?’ Walid asks.

Tony has a sudden, bleak flash of understanding as to why Gibbs is the way he is, and how
the man he once knew has turned into the hungry predator he saw in the pit this evening. It’s
only a flash though. He can’t truly comprehend just how fucked up Gibbs must be after
enduring five months of this.

“I saw the look Spencer gave you,” Tony says slowly. “He was very hyped up in the truck
earlier; they all were, but he was particularly on edge. | think...” The truth dawns on him
with sickening clarity. “1 think you arranged this, Walid, as an object lesson for me. Spencer
was supposed to refuse, wasn't he? That’s why he was looking at you like that. Y ou promised
him you’ d choose the other fighter, not him, to take the fall for hisrefusal.”

Walid gives abroad smile. “Ah, Tony, so you are not quite the idiot you like to appear!” He
claps Tony on the arm. “Now, my dear Tony, you have watched for long enough. Y ou must
be longing to take part, no?’

Tony’ sthroat goes dry. “No.” He shakes his head. “No, Walid. Don’'t do this.”

“But | want to.” Walid shrugs. “Thisisthe most fun I’ ve had at a Fight Night in quite some
time, Tony. | enjoy games you see, and this is turning out to be the best game of all. | want to
see it reach its conclusion. | am still unclear as to what that might turn out to be.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a square of silk fabric, in adeep red colour.

“| got this especially for you, Tony,” he says, in a pleased tone of voice, asif giving Tony a
gift. “Usually with new fighters we use a black hood, but for you, | thought red was more
fitting.”

Walid gestures to his guards, and they grab Tony’s arms and hold him still while Walid
shakes out the red square of silk to reveal that it’s a hood. Tony tries to twist away, but the
hood is thrown over his head and something is pulled tight around his neck, keeping it in
place.

“Ah, that’s good,” he hears Walid say with a chuckle. “What better treat to throw to a wolf
than his own Little Red Riding Hood?’



The crowd isin arestive mood after the killing. 1t’s energized them, tapped into their
bloodlust, and made them crave some new excitement to dake their thirst.

Gibbs knows he has to focus. He has to forget about Steve and just concentrate on winning
this next fight.

He closes his eyes, listens to his own breathing, and shuts down every part of himself except
what he needsto survive.

When he hears the gate opening his eyes snap open, and he’s in the zone, ready to go.

He prowls rather than walks into the pit. He can smell Steve’s blood and feels the electric
mood in the crowd. They’re excited, and the killing wasn’'t enough; they want more.

Gibbs ignores the crowd, the way he always does. He despises them. They’re weak people
who get their thrills from violence, rape and murder. If it weren't for people like them, then
people like Scott and Walid wouldn't exist.

He pausesto dip his hands in the sawdust. He's oiled his body, identifying any weak spots
from his previous fight. He knows he has to protect his ribs, and he knows he has to make
this quick because he’s got less stamina than usual from fighting once already. But he has no
doubts. He' sthe dark, ruthless, hungry wolf he hasto be in the pit, in order for both himself
and his opponent to survive. This newbie won't stand a chance against him.

The gate over on the opposite side of the pit is opened, and the newbie is pushed out. He
stumbles, and one of the guards grabs him and hauls him upright. He' s hooded, like all
newbies, although the hood is red instead of black this time, for some reason.

“And what do we have here?’ the commentator crows excitedly. “1t seems our favourite
Wolfman is back in the pit again in an unusual move by his owner, James Scott. And Prince
Walid wants to field a newbie against him, which means we are literally throwing our
newcomer to the wolf! Place your bets now! Does the newbie stand any chance against one of
the strongest fighters ever to grace the pit? Or does Prince Walid have something special to
show us? Let’s find out!”

Gibbs hardly listens to the words; he’ s too busy concentrating. The newbie’ s hood is
removed, and Gibbs makes his usual fast assessment. His opponent is about six feet —
possibly more as he looks to have an inch or so on himself. Broad shoulders, toned body, but
not fighting fit. This guy doesn’'t spend a lot of time in the gym, but he's solid and can handle
himself. The idiot still has afull head of hair — being a newbie he hasn’t figured out you have
to keep it shaved or an opponent can take a handful of it during afight and bring you down.
He also hasn't oiled himself, so he'll be easy enough to grab and throw into the sawdust.

Gibbs starts circling, making mental adjustments as he prowls around his prey, who is just
standing there, trying to talk to him. Gibbs doesn’t listen; newbies often think they can reason
their way out of the pit, but the pit is about the least reasonable place on Earth. Reason,
sanity, humanity...none of them belong here. This place is about raw survival, as Steve just
found out all too brutally.



Steve...Gibbs feels a surge of anger at the loss of his stable-mate, and he runs forward and
lands a couple of good punches. It feels good. The idiot newbie puts up his arms in defence,
but makes no attack in reply. Good. The newbie is too shocked to stage much of afight, so he
should go down easy.

“Gibbs!” Tony says urgently, ducking away from a blow aimed at his midriff. “For God's
sake —it’'s me, Gibbs!”

He can see by his boss's dark, dilated pupils that he’s drugged up to the eyeballs, but
something else is going on here too. Gibbs is so focused on him as an opponent that he can't
recognize him for who he is. Tony has seen Gibbs like this before, when he was pursuing Ari
after Kate died, but back then Gibbs wasn’t lost to himself like he is now. He was intent on
his revenge, but he was still reachable, still himself.

Now, it’s like he's someone else. Tony can imagine this was how Gibbs was after Shannon
and Kelly were killed. He always turns in on himself when he's hurting and finds some dark
place inside where he nurses the anger close until he can find away to let it out. Usually
that’sin a case, or by himself with a punching bag. Tony has seen him after abad case, just
punching away inthe NCIS gym. There isasimilar look of intense concentration on his face
now, and Tony can’'t see asingle trace of the Gibbs he once knew in the predatory figure
standing in front of him.

Gibbs moves in again, all prowling grace, and Tony knows he doesn’t stand a chance against
him. He's never bested him in any of their sparring sessions in the past. Gibbs is just...Gibbs,
and Tony doesn’t remember anyone ever beating him in a fight.

His intention here isn’t to win in any case; it’s to stop Gibbs hurting him too badly. He's seen
the people they’ ve dragged from the pit after afight. He doesn’'t want Gibbsto beat himto a
pulp and live with the guilt afterwards. If he's capable of feeling guilt these days because it
looks like he isn’t capable of feeling anything right now.

There' s nothing in those icy blue eyes except a desire to win.
“Gibbs...it"’s me, Tony. Listen to me, will you?’ he hisses urgently.

Gibbs gives no sign of having heard him. There is no recognition in his eyes as he feints one
way and then lands two vicious punchesto Tony’ s gut. Tony lurches out of range, holding his
side, panting heavily.

“Look, | know they’ ve fed you drugs, and | know they’ ve kept you locked up for five months
and done God knows what to you, but you have to listen to me,” Tony says urgently.
“Because you'll really regret this later if you don’t. Well, | think you will. Maybe it’ s always
been your dream to fight naked with me in a pit while a bunch of people watch, but can | just
say that it’sthe kind of thing that’s much sexier as afantasy than it isin reality...”

He reaches up and slaps the back of his own head for the inanity of what he’s saying. Gibbs is
still prowling around him, circling, looking for weaknesses — Tony can see his cold



assessment of Tony’s skill as afighter in his eyes. There is nothing in them to suggest that the
Gibbs of old is even still alive in there. He might as well be a completely different person.

How the hell is Tony going to reach him?

His opponent talks and skips out of reach and then talks some more. It’s getting boring, and
Gibbs decides it’ s time to bring him down.

He moves in to deliver a knockdown, but his opponent surprises him with a feint to the left
that disguises an agile move to the right. It's amove Gibbs is familiar with because it’s one
of his own, and one he taught to many young Marines when he was a gunny. Something
about it niggles at him, and his gut tells him that he’s missing something important. He's just
not sure what.

He ignoresit. The pit isn’'t a place to have doubts. He goes back in for another attack, and
finally his opponent decides to fight back instead of just defending himself. He lands a
glancing blow to Gibbs's jaw; it wouldn’t normally be enough to bring Gibbs down, but his
foot dlips on something in the sawdust, and he goes down, briefly, breaking his fall with his
hand and getting up again before his opponent can take advantage of his moment of
weakness. He glances down to see what made him slip and sees a patch of Steve' s blood that
they must have missed when throwing down the new sawdust.

The memory of what they did to Steve ignites the anger he needs to win. He feelsit rise up
inside, and he channels it, the way he always does out here. Steve, Shannon, Kelly, his
mom...all the unnecessary deaths coalesce in one angry ball of hate, and he throws himself
on his opponent. He's so furious right now that he just wants to kill, and he forgets
everything else. He can't see the pit, or hear the crowd. He' s just a killing machine; thereis
nothing else in his heart as he brings his opponent down.

He straddles his victim, pinning the man’s shoulders into the sawdust with his knees, and
grabs a handful of the man’ s thick brown hair. Then, holding him in place, he delivers a
savage punch to his jaw, and then another.

It feels good to let it out, to release all the pent-up anger and hate and take it out on the flesh
and blood beneath him. He wants to bury his fist in this man’s face, to have his revenge by
proxy on Walid, and Scott, and Hernandez, and the drunk driver who killed his mom. He's
not sure thereis any limit to hisanger. It s like a bottomless pit and every time he goes back
down he finds more and more of it, ablack hole of rage and fury.

He' s hitting his stride, raising his arm for another blow...but then hisfist is caught in mid-air.
Somehow his prey has got an arm free and is blocking his punch. He can feel avice-like grip
around hiswrist...but instead of pushing him away, the man beneath him is pulling him
forward.

“Boss? Boss! Snap out of it!”



He's so close. A few more punches, and he’ll claim his victory...if he can just pull hisarm
free...

“Jethro!” 1t sthe first time anyone has called him by his preferred name in months. “Jethro —
it'sme—Tony!”

He feels a sharp slap on the back of his head and, at the same time, the words penetrate his
consciousness. His opponent uses his moment of disorientation to take hold of his face
between his hands, forcing him to look at him, and Gibbs finds himself staring into a pair of
familiar green eyes. They're so familiar, and so incredibly out of place in this nightmare, that
the jolt of recognition feels like a stab in his gut. He draws back his fist to punch again,
wanting his victory, craving his victory, and then pauses...

“Tony?" Sweat fallsinto his eyes, and he blinks it away. His chest isrising and falling
heavily, and he feels like he’s on the brink of falling. He can't force all the anger and hate
back inside. He wants to fight, and hurt, and win. He wants to land blow after blow on his
opponent’s face. He wants...“Tony?’ he says again, in disbelief.

“Yes. It's me, Gibbs.”

It'sasif he can see clearly for the first time in months, and yet it doesn't feel real. How can
Tony have been transported from that other reality, so long ago, into this one? Tony doesn’'t
belong here; thisisn’t hisworld.

“You...” Gibbs glances up to see Walid standing high up in the stands above, watching them
intently. He remembers the little smile the man gave him earlier. Gibbs has spent the past five
months wondering if Tony had forgotten all about him, and now he wishes he had. “Oh,
Tony,” he says brokenly. “Y ou stupid, fucking idiot.”

“Good to see you too, Boss.” Tony grins, and then, unexpectedly, he throws a punch that hits
Gibbs a glancing blow on the chin, throwing him backwards.

Tony getsto his feet and circles him. “Sorry about that. Wanted to buy us some time.”
“Tell methere’ saplan,” Gibbs asks as they mock parry. “Tell me you have backup, Tony.
Tell me we're going to be rescued.” He wantsto feel relief. He wants to believe that thisis
the end, and he' Il soon be rescued, but the fact Tony is fighting in the pit makes him doubt
that’ s the case.

“Sorry, Boss. No backup. Finding you was the plan.”

“That’ s the plan? Christ, Tony. What a supid plan!”

“Yeah, that’s what everyone else said too. Well, everyone except Ziva. She thought it was
‘bold’.” Tony feints to one side and then gets in close and lands a blow lacking any real
weight to Gibbs's midriff.

“Then why the hell...?’

“It’s been five months! | ran out of options!”



Now it all makes sense. The second fight, the smile Walid gave him, hell, even the stupid red
hood Tony was wearing...they're just puppets being made to dance to Walid's tune.

And now he has a decision to make — and fast. “So if there’ s no rescue...”

“Yeah,” Tony saysgrimly. “I saw afew fights earlier, Gibbs. | saw you fight earlier. | know
what happens next.”

Does he? Does he really have any idea? Gibbs doesn’t see how he can. Y ou can’t understand
the reality until you’ ve experienced it.

He throws a punch to Tony’s jaw that glances to one side, skimming the surface. He's
weighing up the options as he goes through the motions of the fight.

He could throw the fight, let Tony win...but is Tony capable of doing what he has to do?
Because if heisn’'t, then Steve's corpse won't be the only one dragged from the pit tonight.

“Did they give you any drugs?’ he asks, closing in on Tony with aflurry of punches that look
more powerful than they are. He knows the answer to that aready; Tony’'s eyes are clear.
He's clean.

“NO.”

If he throws the fight, and if Tony can somehow manage to fuck him, which Gibbs doubts,
then he'll be Walid' s property. Was that part of the plan? Did the sneaky bastard think he'd
neutralize his biggest competition by throwing this curveball into the contest? Gibbsis all
that stands between Walid' s best fighter, Mclntyre, and victory.

If he loses, then he and Tony both go into Walid' s setup as newcomers, with all the risks that
entails. Gibbs has spent five months in Scott’s stable. He knows the guards, the routine, and
the people. He stands a better chance of protecting Tony as Scott’s prize fighter than as just
another loser in Walid' s stable.

But can he do what he hasto —to Tony? He's fucked fighters before, countless times, but he
didn’'t know any of them. He didn’t allow himself to know any of them, in case he couldn’t
do it when the time came. That’s what Hurrell, with all his little kindnesses and his need to
get close to people, never understood. Gibbs doesn’'t know if he can fuck Tony like he’s just
another one of those strangers. He isn't sure he can do that.

Gibbs once vowed never to be defeated in this pit, but now, for the first time, he doesn’t want
to keep that vow.

Tony iswatching him closely. Gibbs goesin and grabs his neck, pulling him forward.
“I'll throw the fight. Let you win,” he growlsinto Tony’s ear.
Tony shoves him away, twists around, and puts him in aneck lock. “No.” Tony’'sarms are

strong around his neck, and he squeezes firmly. “1 can’t do it. You've done it before, Gibbs.
You cando it again.”



Tony isright, and he knows it. He has no choice. He's never damn well had a choice; if he's
learned anything over the past five months, he's learned that.

Gibbs escapes the neck lock, throws himself on Tony, and brings him down to the ground.

“Stay down,” he orders. “Take the punches. Make it look good.”

*

Tony finds himself on his back, looking up at Gibbs who is straddling him. A blow connects
with the side of his jaw, but there isn't much force behind it, unlike the blows he took earlier.
He gives aloud holler of pain anyway. A blow from Gibbs's other fist makes his head snap
back the other way, and he groans and tries to push up. Gibbs silences him with athird blow,
and then a fourth. None of them are as bad as they were when Gibbs meant it for real, but
they feel bad enough.

Thereferee isin the pit, coming over to them, and Gibbs keeps up the frenzied attack on his
face. It looks much worse than it is, the frenetic activity hiding the fact that none of the blows
is connecting with real force.

Then the referee is pulling Gibbs off him, and he feigns the dazed look he saw on the other
fighters faces when he was watching earlier. There's blood running down his jaw from a cut
caused by one of Gibbs's earlier punches and that helps. He shakes his head and the blood
splatters over the referee’ s shirt.

That seems to decide it —the referee declares for Gibbs, and the crowd goes into their usual
frenzy, yelling out obscene comments, most of which seem to relate to Gibbs fucking him.

Gibbs fucking him. The reality of what is going to happen next hits home. It was all very well
being noble about it just now, but being fucked in the sawdust in front of a baying mob didn’t
feature in any of Tony’s fantasies of what sex with Gibbs might be like. The alternative, him
fucking Gibbs, was always out of the question; his cock is resolutely flaccid, and he doesn’'t
see that changing any time soon, given the situation. At least Gibbs has the benefit of
whatever drugsthey’ ve fed him.

Gibbs is coming back towards him, a grimly determined look in his eyes,

“You oiled?

“What?" Tony sits up.

“Your skinisn't oiled — you oiled anywhere else?’ Gibbs asks impatiently. “To make it
easier?”’

“No.” He can feel himself blushing, but now is no time to play the coy virgin.

The crowd is getting restless, wanting their big finale. “Fuck him, Wolfman!” they chant,
over and over again.



Gibbs kneels down in the sawdust beside him. Tony saw him fuck a man earlier without even
breaking into aswest, but now...now he looks lost and confused, as if he’s not sure what to
do, and his cock is barely semi-erect. Tony decides he can’'t leave it all to Gibbs— he hasto
play his part too.

“I won't be raped,” he says fiercely.

Gibbs looks even more confused. “If | don’t, then they’ |l probably kill you,” he mutters
hoarsely. He drops his gaze to the ground, looking desperately ashamed.

“No...” Tony grabs his head and pullsit up so that Gibbs is looking at him. “I won't be
raped,” he repeats urgently. “Understand?’

He leans forward and kisses Gibbs on the mouth, just gently. It isn’'t exactly how he imagined
them sharing afirst kiss, but it’s the best he can do in the circumstances. Gibbs' s mouth is
hard and unresponsive beneath his; he seems shocked.

“What the hell, DiNozzo?" Gibbs asks when Tony releases him.

“Don’t make thisrape, Gibbs,” Tony replies fiercely. “Not between us. Give me something
back here.”

Understanding dawns in Gibbs's eyes, and he nods and reaches out to stroke gentle fingers
through Tony’s hair.

“Okay, Tony. Show me how.”

Tony grabs his hand and kisses his fingers, smiling at Gibbs. Then he draws Gibbs down on
top of him in the sawdust, holding him close. He's surprised to find that Gibbs is shaking —
he’'s trembling like awet puppy, and there’'s no trace of the formidable *Wolfman' that Tony
saw in action earlier.

Tony wonders when anyone last showed Gibbs anything other than brutality. The man has
been kidnapped, forced to fight and fuck at gunpoint, whipped, beaten, and abused for five
long months. No wonder he's shaking right now. Kindness is hard to bear when you’' ve
become accustomed to being kicked constantly.

“Ssh...it"sokay...I" ve got you.”

He gently caresses Gibbs's back with his fingers and gradually Gibbs's shaking subsides, and
he gets himself under control. Tony can feel that his cock isn’'t anywhere near hard yet
though. He knows Gibbs can fuck a stranger in the pit because he’ s seen him do it — but put
him with a friend, someone he’s worked with for ten years, and he’'s floundering badly. Tony
knows he has to do something - fast.

“Do you trust me?’ He looks up into Gibbs's eyes and sees a complete lack of
comprehension there. Gibbs is out of it right now; he doesn’t know what the hell is going on.

Tony grabs Gibbs's head and makes him focus. “Do you trust me, Gibbs?" he demands
roughly. “I need you to trust me.”



Gibbs nods, his eyes clearing. ”Yeah, | trust you, Tony.”
“Good —then let’s do this.”

Tony wraps his arms around Gibbs's back, pulls him close, and kisses him again. Thistime
Gibbs's lips come alive beneath his, and his tongue explores Tony’s mouth eagerly. Tony
caresses his buttocks, moving his body rhythmically against Gibbs's body, hoping to arouse
him that way, and he feels Gibbs's cock sowly starting to harden. Tony guesses the drugs are
making him respond to any sexual stimulus.

The gentle kissing and rocking motion is working, and after awhile Tony pushes Gibbs back
and reaches down between their bodies to caress his cock. Gibbs gives a startled grunt, and
Tony can see that he’ s visibly torn between the sheer torture of this situation and the drug-
induced demands of his own libido. He's disoriented, thrown by the fact he can’t just fuck a
faceless stranger.

Tony knows that he has to take charge here, or this whole thing will end in a swift gunshot to
the head for one of them. He wonders whether Gibbs has any experience with men — has it
only ever been this brutal rutting in the pits, or has he ever known what it’s like to make love
to awilling guy? Tony’ s thankful for his own extensive experience with men over the years,
or he doubts he’ d be able to handle what he has to do next.

“Come on, lover boy, let's move thisalong...”

Tony rubs his fingers in the oil on Gibbs's skin and then dips them into his own ass, oiling
and stretching it. It isn’t ideal, and he knows this is going to hurt like hell, but it’s better than
nothing, and the oil will ease the way alittle.

The crowd has gone completely still, shocked into silence by what they’re doing. Tony bites
back a desire to laugh. It serves the bastards right; they want their fucking to be about
degradation, force and humiliation, but he’s giving them something very different. He hopes
it damn well chokes them.

Tony returns his hand to Gibbs' s cock. He slides his fingers over it, rubbing it to full
hardness, and then he guides it between his open legs. Gibbs's pupils are dilated, and Tony
can see that the desire to fuck is so strong it’s almost overwhelming him. Yet Gibbsiis
holding back because of who is beneath him; Tony can seeit in his eyes.

“Do it,” he urges, opening his legs wide to give Gibbs more access. “Giveinto it, Gibbs. It's
fine.”

Under normal circumstances, Tony thinks he’'d probably be pleased that Gibbs is so well
endowed, but right now it’s not exactly a blessing. He hites back the hiss of pain as Gibbs
sinks into him. He wasn't properly prepared for such alarge intrusion, but he doesn’'t want
Gibbs to feel bad about that so he pulls him into his body, welcoming him in, trying to relax
as best he can around his large cock. It feels like he's being stretched beyond endurance, and
it's sore as al hell, but he breathes deep and reaches up to pull Gibbs's head down and kiss
him again.



Gibbs is moaning softly, his body bucking into him helplessly, driven by the drugs they’ ve
pumped into him. Tony can feel his shame and pities him for it. He's done all he can to lessen
the horror of what they’re being made to do, but for a proud man like Gibbs, being forced to
commit this act with afriend in this brutal way has to hurt.

Tony keeps kissing Gibbs fiercely, trying to remind him that although they’ re both being
made to do this against their will, he is an active participant. Thisisn’t something Gibbsis
doing to him; it’s an ordeal they're sharing.

Finally Gibbs comes, with an agonized gasp, and Tony lies back in the sawdust, panting,
keeping his gaze locked on Gibbs's face. They did it. Somehow they’ ve managed to stave off
death for at least alittle while longer.

Tony smiles up at Gibbs, and Gibbs manages a tight little smile in return, but there is
something dark and ominous in his eyes.

Gibbs withdraws from Tony’ s body and glances up at the watching crowd.

They stare back at him, still deathly silent, in total shock. Gibbs gives them a slow,
murderous glare, sweeping the entire arenawith a look of utter contempt, and you could hear
apindrop.

Gibbs looks back down at Tony, the contempt fading from his eyes.
“Do you trust me too, Tony?" he asks.

Tony isn’t sure what’s about to happen next, but he knows his answer. “I trugt you, Gibbs,”
he says, without any hesitation.

Gibbs runs a gentle hand through Tony’s hair. “Atta boy, Tony,” he whispersin Tony’'s ear.

Then he takes hold of Tony’s left hand, grabs the index finger, and, with a sudden unexpected
jerk, bresksit. It makes aloud cracking sound, and Tony yowls in pain. He tries to draw his
hand away, but Gibbs has it in aniron grip and won't let go. Instead of releasing him, he
breaks Tony’s second finger instead.

The crowd goes wild. They didn’t understand the kissing, or the gentle, face-to-face love-
making that was so different from the primal rutting they expected. But this savage climax,
after so much disorienting tenderness, is something they do understand.

Gibbsis still fixing him with that steadfast gaze, never once breaking eye contact. Tony nods
and clings onto him, one arm wrapped around Gibbs' s body for support as he breaks Tony’s
third finger. Tony screams and buries his head in Gibbs's shoulder.

“Trust me, Tony,” Gibbs says softly — and then he breaks his pinkie.

*

Gibbs doesn’'t spare the crowd a second glance as they burst into cheers of approval at his
brutality.



Tony islying crumpled in the sawdust beside him, and he’s clearly in no shape to go
anywhere.

One of the guards gets into the pit and throws a net over Tony, preparing to drag him out, but
Gibbs has no intention of allowing Tony to endure that indignity. He shoves the guard aside
and squeezes Tony’s arm to get his attention.

“Gonna carry you, Tony. Hold still.”

Tony nods, that indefatigable gleam of pure Tony shining in his eyes, even though he’s
shattered right now.

Gibbs pulls Tony to his feet, net and all, and slings him over his shoulder. Tony’s heavy, but
Gibbs can handle the weight. He shifts to a more comfortable position, then walks back
towards the holding pen with his head held high.

“Didn’'t want the bastards to see you couldn’t walk out of there,” he tells Tony as he puts him
down. He swipes the net aside, and Tony slumps against the bars of the pen; he’s clearly in
shock, but he'll live.

“Thanks, Boss.” Tony gives him a faded smile, and Gibbs wantsto find out every single
damn thing about what is going on. How did Tony find him, why is he here, and what’s his
plan — because Gibbs is sure there’ s some kind of plan. He wants to know what the hell has
been happening out in the real world, but now isn’'t the time or place.

He crouches down beside Tony and gently wipes a streak of blood from his face. It isn’'t
much comfort, but after what they were just forced to do together, Gibbs is wary of getting
too close. He has no idea how Tony feels about him right now.

Their respite is only brief, as one of Scott’s guards arrives to prod them out of the holding
pen. Tony isout of it and can’t even stand. Gibbs isn’'t surprised; between being brutally
fucked and having his fingers broken, he wouldn’t expect Tony to be able to walk right now.
The poor bastard is new to this. Without saying aword, Gibbs hauls Tony up, swings hisarm
over his shoulder, and helps him walk to the truck.

He can see Scott hurrying towards them as they reach it. He puts Tony down against the
wheel and stands in front of him, guarding him. It feels strange having someone to care about
after all these months of not alowing himself to care about anyone.

Scott looks furious as he charges up to them. “Damn it, Leroy, what the hell wasthat?’ he
explodes when he reaches them.

Gibbs shrugs. “Well, you said | should put on more of a show after afight.”

Scott gazes at him for amoment and then all his puffed up anger seemsto dissipate. He gives
aloud belly laugh and slaps Gibbs heartily on the arm. “I did, didn’t I?1 didn’t mean
anything like that, but it definitely shook up the crowd! What an evening! First the refusal
and then that; people are calling it the best Fight Night ever!”



He glances down at Tony. “So, thisis the new fighter you’ ve won for me, huh? He showed
some promise before you pulverized him.” He kneels down beside Tony and takes a good
look at him, his gaze raking over Tony’s naked body, and Gibbs has to bite back the
protective growl that rises unexpectedly in histhroat. “Did you have to break his goddamn
fingers, Leroy?’ Scott says plaintively, glancing up at Gibbs. “I won't be able to put himin
the pit until they heal!”

“Y eah. Shame.”

Gibbs looks down a Tony who looks straight back up a him, a spark of gratitude flashing in
his weary eyes. Now he understands why Gibbs broke his fingers. It wasn't easy, but it was
the only way Gibbs could think of, on the spur of the moment, of keeping Tony out of the pit.
It's a short-term solution but it’s bought them a little time.

“What's your name, son?’ Scott asks, and Gibbs realizes that Scott doesn’t have a clue who
Tony isand what he means to him. That means Walid kept him in the dark — and with good
reason. Scott thought he was sending Gibbsto fight a newbie — afight he’'d easily win. If
Scott had known he was actually going to face someone he knew, a close friend and co-
worker...well, then the outcome would have been more unpredictable.

Gibbs decides that keeping Scott ignorant of Tony’ s identity is the best way forward, and
Tony’ s no fool; he's figured the same thing out for himself.

“Tony,” hereplies. “Tony DiNardo.” He glances up at Gibbs, who gives atiny nod of
approval. If Scott knew the truth he might keep them apart, and Gibbs desperately wants
news from home.

“Well, Tony, you're new around here, so I'll let Leroy here show you how it works. My
name is James Scott, and you belong to me now. | think you'll be an asset to my stable, in
time. It’s annoying that this had to happen so close to season end though.”

Scott puts afinger on Tony’s jaw and turns his face sideways, examining his bruises, and
Gibbs clenches his fists tightly by his sides.

“Tony didn’'t show the same killer instinct you showed even in your very first fight, Leroy,
but he gave you a few rocky moments in the pit, and | haven’t seen another fighter do that up
until now,” Scott says as he examines Tony’s injuries. “1 was watching him closely, and he
has something all the best fighters have.”

“Yeah? What's that?’ Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

“He has heart, and that’ s an important quality in afighter. You had him down, but he got up
again, and he taunted you, found a few weak spots. We'll have to work on those, Leroy. But
Tony DiNardo definitely has potential.”

Scott gives Tony an assessing look, his eyes raking up and down Tony’s body. “He' stoo fat
of course —we'll get him trimmed down, and we'll work on his strength, get him lifting
weights...”



Gibbsisn't hearing any of it. His temper is on aknife-edge, and he’s putting everything into
not hauling Scott’s sorry ass away from Tony and sinking his fist into the bastard’s fat face.
He knows the drugs are partly responsible for his anger, but the depth of his sudden
protectiveness surprises him all the same.

Tony, meanwhile, islooking at Scott with an outraged expression on his face.

“Hey, did you just call mefat?" he asks, and Gibbs finds himself laughing at the very pointed
look Tony isgiving to Scott’s fat gut. He' s forgotten when he last laughed, or even what it
feels like. There hasn't been anything remotely funny about the past five months. Only Tony
could make him laugh at atime like this.

“Don’'t worry, Tony —we' |l soon have you slimmed down for the pit,” Scott says, wrapping a
hand around Tony' s bicep. “And we' |l get these pumped up nice and firm too.”

Gibbs can see Tony' s look of disgust at being viewed as a piece of meat — and so can Scott,
who gives one of his hearty laughs and pats Tony’s arm. “Better get used to it, son. Your old
lifeisover. | own you now, and if you fuck with me I’ll get one of these nice men to take you
out back and flay the skin from your bones. Got it?’

He jerks his head in the direction of the guards, and Gibbs takes a protective step forward.
Tony glances up at him and the startled look in his eyes forces Gibbs to calm down.

“Got it,” Tony says quietly. “1 won't give you any trouble, Mr Scott.”

“Good. Then you and | will get along just fine. Now, about those fingers — Dr Tanner will
take care of them.”

Scott levers himself up from where he' s crouching in front of Tony and nods at the young
doctor, who is hopping around nearby, high as a kite as usual. Gibbs wouldn’t leave himin
charge of adog, let alone trust himto set Tony’s broken fingers, but he knows from
experience that Tanner isas good asit gets.

“When he’s done, get them chained up ready for the journey home,” Scott orders the guards,
and then he walks back in the direction of the pit.

“Oh man, when he cracked your fingers, and they went snap, snap, snap, snap...and the
crowd went nuts...so good... such agreat night...” Tanner giggles happily as he disappears
into the truck to get his medical Kit.

“Shit. Isthat guy for real?” Tony glances up at Gibbs.

“Oh yeah.”

“Great. Walid’ s doctor is adrunk, and this one’s a cokehead,” Tony says in a disgusted tone.
“What d’you expect? They only hire the kind of doctor who can’t get ajob anyplace else,”

Gibbs replies, crouching down beside him. “Tanner does seem to know something about
medicine at least, and he' s all you've got, Tony.”



“Not al,” Tony says firmly, and Gibbs gives a nod in return, understanding.

Tanner returnsto Tony’s side, opens up his kit to get out what he needs, and then turns back
to take hold of Tony’s hand.

“Thisis gonnahurt like a mother!” he announces cheerfully.

Gibbs puts an arm around Tony’ s shoulders and pulls Tony’s face against his neck. “Brace
yourself, Tony.”

He nods at Tanner over Tony’s head, and Tanner giggles gleefully and pulls the first finger
back into place. Tony gives a hoarse scream into Gibbs's neck, and Gibbs holds him tight,
stroking his hair gently. It’s all he can do — nothing is going to make this less painful.

It seemsto take forever for Tanner to set each finger, but finally he’s done, and Tony has a
white bandage covering his hand — his face is almost the same colour.

Gibbsisn’t sure why it hurts so much to see them wrap their chains around Tony and tie him
up in the back of the truck. It never hurt him to see the other fightersin chains, but with Tony
it does. Gibbs takes the seat beside Tony. He might be chained, but he' Il protect Tony any
way he can.

A little while later, the truck door opens, and Hurrell is prodded inside. Gibbs was worried he
might not be able to do what it took to win his fight after what happened to Steve, but his
knuckles are torn and bloody, and there's adark expression in his eyes. Gibbs can see
immediately that he’s just taken out all his grief and anger over Steve’' s murder on his
opponent in the pit. It’s a method that’s always worked for Gibbs, but he can only imagine
how much it cost Hurrell to embrace his dark side.

“You okay?’ he asks, but Hurrell ignores him. After he's chained into place, he rests his head
back on the truck wall and closes his eyes. He looks like a man utterly defeated, even in
victory.

Gibbs is aware of Tony studying Hurrell and sees the look of dawning realization on Tony’s
face.

Tony turnsto him. “That’s...”

“Yeah. | know.”

“Sam? Sam Hurrell?” Tony leans forward as much as his chains allow.

Hurrell’ s eyes open wearily. “Yeah.” His voice is dull and disinterested.

“My name’s Tony. You don't know me, but | know all about you. Jan’s told me everything
about you these past five months. She’' s an amazing woman, and she loves you very much. |

know she’d want me to tell you that.”

Hurrell stares at him. An expression of savage anger flaresin his eyes and fades just as
quickly. “Shut the fuck up,” he snaps, and then he closes his eyes again.



“People keep saying that to me today,” Tony mutters, sitting back again.
“Leave him. It'sbeen a hard day,” Gibbs says.

“Tell me about it!” Tony givesallittle laugh. “First | got drugged, then | got kidnapped, and
then | had aweird conversation with the mad hatter in charge of thiswhole Alice in Fight
Club Land. After that some big bastard threatened to rape me, | saw some poor kid get killed
in front of me, | had to fight you in the pit, | had the least enjoyable first time sex ever, and
my fingers were broken and then mended by Doctor Giggles. Tell me it doesn't get any
worse than this, Gibbs.”

“Wish | could.” Gibbs givesawry shrug, and Tony sighs. He looks pale and exhausted.
There are dark bruises on his jaw from their earlier fight and caked blood on the side of his
face. “Damn it, | wish you weren't here, Tony,” Gibbs says quietly.

“Metoo, Gibbs. Metoo.”

They're quiet for the next hour or so asthe truck fills up with fighters. Then they’re on the
road again, back to Scott’s stable. It’salong drive, and Tony falls asleep, his head lolling
against Gibbs' s shoulder.

Gibbs would do anything for Tony not to be here, but some small, greedy part of him isglad
that he’s got Tony back by his side. He' s been deprived of so much for the past five months,
but he realizes that the one thing he’s missed the most is the man who has had his six for the
past ten years.

Across the truck, Gibbs can see Hurrell watching them. On the journey out here, Steve was
resting against Hurrell, like Tony isresting against him now, but Hurrell is going back alone.
Gibbs has almost despised Hurrell for his need to take care of his fellow fighters, but now he
thinks he understands the man a little better, just as he suspects Hurrell understands him a
little better too. Somewhere during the course of the night they swapped roles and each of
them walked in the other’s shoes,

Gibbs closes his eyes and allows his head to drop sdeways, so that he can feel Tony’ s thick,
soft hair under his cheek.

He thought that Tony had forgotten about him, but he was an idiot. Tony is and always has
been his loyal St Bernard; he would never forget. Now he's back by his side, where he
belongs, and Gibbs thinks he can survive anything with Tony here.



Chapter Three - Wolf in Sheep's Clothing by Xanthe

Tony is jolted awake when the truck comesto a stop. The back doors are opened, and the
fighters are taken out, one by one. There's along wait, and then Gibbs is removed too,
leaving Tony alone with Hurrell in the back of the truck.

"Are you an NCI S agent too?' Hurrell asks.

"Y eah, but they don't know, so let's keep it that way, huh?’

"Whatever." Hurrell looks completely defeated.

"That guy they killed earlier — Steve? Y ou and he were friends?' Tony asks gently.

Hurrell gives alittle bark of laughter. "Y eah, Agent whoever the hell you are, we were
friends. No, screw that, we were more than friends; we were fucking."”

Tony can't hide his surprise. Over the past five months, Jan Hurrell has told him all about her
love story with this guy, and he never expected to hear that.

Hurrell looks angry and shamed by his reaction. "Y eah, Jan's faithful husband was fucking
some guy inthe stalls at night. Not just that guy, either —there were others, before this, when
| wasin other stables.”

"Hey, look, it's none of my business," Tony says quickly.

"Y ou don't know what it's like here. It's been months and the drugs...you have no idea what
the drugs do to you. I'm horny all the time — 24/7. | try to remember who | am, but it's so
hard, Tony."

"I'm not judging you, Sam, and | don't think Jan would judge you, either."

"She should. She deserves better than me." Hurrell hunches his shoulders moodily.

"Like you said, the drugs are making you..."

"Gibbs doesn't do it!" Hurrell snaps unexpectedly.

"Gibbs doesn't do what?"

"Gibbs doesn't fuck any of us, and he has his pick if he wanted — Scott's made that damn
clear. The drugs make it hard to think about anything except fighting and fucking, and that's
the way they want us. We're like animals to them. But Gibbs never fucks anyone outside the
pit. | have no ideawhat kind of self-control that takes, but | know that | don't have it."

That sounds like Gibbs. He'd view it as an act of rebellion, and away to retain some control
over his own body in a situation where that's been ripped away from him. Tony can't help but

wonder what that bloody-minded rebellion must be costing Gibbs, if even Sam Hurrell, a
faithful, loving husband, can't hold out against the drugs.



At that moment the truck door is opened, and Tony is unchained from the wall and pushed
out into ahuge room, still wearing his manacles. It looks exactly like Walid's stable, and he
has a moment of disorientation, wondering if they've brought him back to the same place.

He's so tired that he can barely walk, and he stumbles repeatedly as they shove him down a
few hallways and into a communal shower area. His legs don't seem to be working properly,
and he aches all over. His face hurts, his hand is throbbing, and his ass is sore too, but he
doesn't want to think about that particular ache too much.

The guard removes his manacles and then nods at the shower.

"Talkative, aren't you?' Tony mutters. He looks down on his bandaged hand, wondering how
he's going to do this without getting it wet. At that moment the door opens, and he feels a
surge of relief as Gibbs walks into the shower room, accompanied by his guard.

"I told Tanner you'd need help," he says, holding up a plastic bag and a rubber band. "1 don't
think he really gave a damn, but they like keeping me sweet if it doesn't cost them anything.”

As Gibbs istheir big shining hope in the pits, Tony can believe that. Besides, most sane
people are scared of the Gibbs death glare, and he's sure even the cokehead doctor and the
armed guards aren't immune to its power.

Gibbs fastens the bag over hiswrist, covering the bandage completely, and then he guides
Tony under the hot water.

"S0, tell me, do you ever get used to the being naked thing?' Tony asks with agrimace. In
other circumstances, he'd be embarrassed about hanging out naked with his boss, but right
now it's the least of his problems.

"No," Gibbs growls in reply. He puts afinger on Tony's face and turns it, examining the
damage. Tony's glad there are no mirrors around, because he has a feeling he doesn't look so
pretty right now. "Christ, you look a mess."

"Well, you were hitting me pretty hard for awhile back there, before..." Before you knew
who | was. He doesn't say that out loud, because the guards are there, but it's been bothering
him. How could Gibbs NOT have known who he was? Just what is going on inside Gibbs's
head right now? He's still there, he's still Gibbs — Tony can see that much — but he's not
exactly the Gibbs he knew five months ago. Maybe that's hardly surprising, but isthat Gibbs
still there, buried somewhere deep inside? And if he is, can Tony reach him?

Gibbs grunts but doesn't reply. He grabs the soap, lathers some in his hands, and then gently
wipes away the caked blood on Tony's jaw. Tony mutters a feeble protest when Gibbs begins
soaping his back, but he's so tired it's not exactly convincing.

"You're about to fall over. Just shut up and let me get you clean,” Gibbs replies, but the flash
of guilt in hiseyestells Tony that isn't the only reason he's doing this. "Trust me, if the
guards have to do it you'll like that even less."

Tony closes his eyes and rests his head against the shower wall as Gibbs goes about the task.
Gibbsisright — he's so tired he can barely stand, and Gibbs is just being his usual efficient



self. He can sense Gibbs's guilt in the gentle, careful way he's washing him — Gibbs punched
him repeatedly, fucked him, and then broke his fingers, and now he feels responsible for
taking care of him because of that.

The warm water is soothing on his sore muscles, and it feels good to be clean. When he's
done, Gibbs guides him out of the shower, throws atowel over him, and gently rubs him dry,
and then they're both escorted along yet more narrow hallways and into what's clearly an
infirmary.

Dr Tanner is sitting at a desk, a bright, inane grin on his face.

"Ah, good! | wondered if sending Leroy to help was a bad idea; | thought he might break the
fingers on your other hand," he announces cheerfully. "And that would have been more work
for me!”

Tony has nothing to say to the idiot, so he just Sits on the side of an exam table where
directed. One of the guards puts a hand on Gibbs's shoulder to push him out of the door, but
Gibbs shakes it off.

"I'm staying," he says, stony-faced.

"Now, Leroy, you know these consultations are one on one," Tanner replies.

"I'm staying," Gibbs repeats.

The guard's hand goes to the whip sticking out of his belt, but Gibbs just turns towards him
and gives him the death glare. The guard hesitates, and Tony bites back a grin. He was right;
all the weapons and whips in the world can't give you the confidence to stare down Leroy
Jethro Gibbs when he's in full badass mode.

"Oh, let him stay!" Tanner says with awave of his hand, and the guard shrugs and leans back
against the wall. Anything for an easy life it would seem.

Tony has no choice but to submit as he's poked, prodded, weighed and measured, and a vial
of his blood istaken.

"Standard new fighter procedure, Tony," Tanner tells him. "I need to decide what dose of
drugsto gart you on."

Tony doesn't like the sound of that, but he'stoo tired to really care right now.

"Not that there's any hurry. I'll discuss it with your owner, but with those fingers you won't be
going into the pit for awhile,” Tanner adds.

Finally the exam is over, and Tanner pushes him towards his guard. "Off you go —time for
bed, sleepyhead!" In a different time and place, Tony thinks he'd cheerfully smack the idiot in
the mouth. "Isthere a spare empty stall?' Tanner glances at a chart on his desk. "We lost a



few fighters this evening, so there should be. Put him in one of those on his own; he needs
rest."

"He's sleeping in my stall," Gibbs growls. It'sthe first thing he's said in the past twenty
minutes.

"Really, Leroy? Y ou never share your stall with anyone. Did you take aliking to this pretty
boy?' Tanner asks, with another one of his inane giggles. "Did you enjoy the kisses he gave
you in the pit? It looked totally gay to me, but maybe that's how you like it, Leroy."

Gibbs gives him the same death glare he gave the guard. "My stall,” he repeats stubbornly.
"Scott told me | could have any of them | want, and | want him."

In other circumstances, Tony thinks that might sound hot, but right now, with Gibbs like this,
it's closer to scary.

Tanner gazes at him for a moment, but he's no match for Gibbs's desth glare, either.

"Very well." He shrugs. "I don't care. Just don't break him anymore than you already did, or
Scott will be annoyed. It's already doubtful whether we'll be able to put him back in the pit
before the end of the season, so Scott will have to feed him through the down season without
him having earned his keep."

Gibbs doesn't reply. He just turns and strides out into the hallway. Tony follows him, and the
guards fall into place behind them. Gibbs leads them along a few narrow hallways and stops
beside a doorway. He goes inside and grabs some bedding from the floor and then moves on
again, further down the hallway. They stop outside another sall, and Gibbs jerks his head at
the door, gesturing that Tony should go in.

"Knew you'd change your mind, Leroy," one of the guards says with aleering grin, and Tony
wonders how Gibbs feels about all these idiots calling him by a name he doesn't like and
never uses. "l had a bet with McGuire that you would. Knew you couldn't hold out forever.
They're all at it; fucking like rabbits in their stalls at night.”

"That why you play your damn radio so loud, Ellis?" Gibbs asks. "Drown out the sound?"
"Nah — | do that to fuck you off. " Ellis gives a big grin and shoves Gibbs into the stall.

Then the door is slammed shut behind them, and Tony hears the jangle of keys as they're
locked in.

He looks a Gibbs, and Gibbs looks back at him. It's the first time they've been alone together
since Tony arrived, and he has no idea what happens next.

~*

Gibbs slings the thin mattress, pillow and blanket down on the floor next to his own bedding.
The stall istiny, and the only space for Tony's mattressis pressed up close against his own.



Tony looksterrible, and Gibbs knows he should let him get some sleep, but he has too many
guestions he needs answered first.

"The stall isn't bugged so we can talk," he says.

"Right." Tony glances around and gives a little whistle. "It really isa'stall' isn't it? Likeina
toilet or a horse's stable. Not much privacy."

"Tony, they don't let us wear any damn clothes; that should have clued you in on how they

view our 'privacy'.

"Sorry...I'm just tired...and oh shit...apologies are a sign of weakness, | know!" Tony adds
hurriedly. He slaps the back of his own head and then winces and falls down in a heap on the
mattresses. "Ow. That hurt much more than usual,” he says in such a mournful tone that
Gibbs can't help but grin. It's just so very Tony, and it makes him acutely aware of how much
he's missed the big goofball. He suppresses an unexpected urge to hug him; he's never been
the hugging type, and it'd probably just freak Tony out.

"What's happening, Tony? Fill mein,” Gibbs says urgently, leaning against the wall and
gazing down on Tony.

"We never gave up looking for you, Gibbs — you need to understand that,” Tony says first,
and the big goofball is instantly gone. Gibbs can see he's looking at the brave, relentlessly
loyal man he knows Tony also isinstead. "But we were shut down every which way we
turned. Oh, they let us poke around a bit — but in this soul-destroying way, always turning up
blank leads, never finding anything useful. | think we got close a few times, but they were
onto us and always one step ahead.”

"By 'they' — you mean Walid?'

"Y eah — although | didn't know that at the time. | couldn't figure out why we could never get
warrants in time, and why the local LEOs were so damn unhelpful wherever we went. One
day we'd see a sheriff, and he'd be nice as pie. Next day we'd go back, and he'd be all closed
up like aclam. | think it was a combination of bribery and threats —whichever worked. Walid
is seriously well-connected, and | mean * seriously*," Tony says meaningfully.

"Are you saying he's got Vance in his pocket?' Gibbs demands, frowning.

"Worse — SecNav. Not sure what he's got on him, but | think SecNav's been a naughty boy,
accepting bribes over various defence contracts —Walid found out and is blackmailing him. |
left McGee digging into that."

McGee...he hasn't heard that name in months and thinking about all the people back at NCIS
makes him feel suddenly homesick. Gibbs tries to shove the feeling away, but it's been a
long, shocking day, and he can't control his emotions as well as he'd like. The feeling persists,
all the stronger for Tony being here. He's having trouble coming to terms with the reality of
Tony's presence in what has been, up until now, his own personal nightmare. It feels so
strange.

"How arethey all?* Gibbs asks quietly. "Abby...Ducky...all of them?'



"They're fine. But worried about you. All of them,” Tony repeats firmly. "Nobody gave up on
you, Gibbs. Nobody forgot about you."

Gibbs looks down, struggling as unexpected emotions surface, making alump rise in his
throat.

"Gibbs, you didn't think we'd forgotten about you, did you?' Tony asks. "Y ou didn't think
we'd walk away and leave you hereto rot? That we'd ever just give up on you?'

Gibbs swallows hard. He can't look up for along time, but when he does he finds Tony's eyes
gleaming brightly in the semi-darkness.

"No," he says hoarsely. "No. | knew that you would never give up, Tony." But he can't talk
about all the long, lonely nights when it felt that way. They're seared into his soul, and it hurts
to even think about them. "So what happened, Tony? How did you end up here?'

"Vance tried to shut me down — on ordersfrom SecNav," Tony says briskly, clearly trying to
move them both on from Gibbs's uncharacteristic emotional lapse. "From talking to Walid, |
think | was supposed to try and fail, and then, when | was at a low point, they offered me the
bribe of a promotion and a hike in pay, on condition that | give up looking for you."

"Boy, they really misjudged you."

"Well, that'sthe way | like it," Tony says seriously, and Gibbs nods. He's never misjudged
Tony or been taken in by the mask Tony presents to the world. He knows Tony likes his
opponents to underestimate him, and he's seen the tactic work time and again on avariety of
people from murder suspectsto the director of Mossad. He's seen Vance being fooled by it
too, and he suspects Walid made the same mistake; and that could turn out be the most
serious tactical error he'll ever make.

"So, what's the plan?' Gibbs asks, leaning back against the wall. "It can't just be finding me —
that gets us nowhere except us both being in captivity."

"Y eah — it's not the plan — well, it's only part of the plan,” Tony replies. "See, everything
these guys do is transportable. | even found the site of one stable a few days ago, but when |
showed up again the next day it was gone. They're wealthy men, with resources. Moving
their fighters around the country for fights and to hide them is easy for them."

"So, we need to tell someone whereto find us," Gibbs says.

"Y up. That's where the plan comes in." Tony pauses and takes a deep breath. "It, uh, well it
involves technology, Gibbs."

Gibbsrolls hiseyes. "Tell me."

"Okay — McGee has set up this gizmo. | won't go into details; it was boring enough when he
explained it to me. All | have to do is steal a cell phone and call a number I've memorized. He
has this automatic trace set up — the minute that number gets called, any time, day or night, it
starts locating the source automatically. Ideally he needs the line to stay open for about 28
seconds..."



"A cell phone?' Gibbs interrupts, frowning. "Christ, DiNozzo — how the hell are we going to
get our hands on a cell phone? None of the guardsis allowed to bring a cell phone into the
building. Nobody is— not even Tanner."

"Yeah right." It's Tony turn to roll his eyesnow. "And I'm not supposed to play Tetris at
work, Gibbs, but that's never stopped me!"

"Worse you ever got for playing Tetris at work was a slap on the back of the head," Gibbs
retorts. "What these guys would get for bringing a cell phone to work is a bullet through the
back of the head. Big difference.”

Tony makes a face. "You do make a good point there, Gibbs, but it's the only plan I've got.
We just need to be vigilant. At some point one of them will screw up — and we have to take
advantage of that."

"No," Gibbs snaps.

Tony's head jerks up. "No?"

"No. It'stoo dangerous.”

"What?' Tony looks confused. "Come on, Gibbs..." then he pauses. "Y ou have a different
plan?Isthat it?'

Gibbs shrugs. "When the season is over, and when | win, Scott says he'll give me privileges —
move me to a house somewhere. | figure the security will be a hell of alot looser there, so
there will be far more opportunity for escape.”

"And between now and then you have to fight that bastard Mac in the pit —and not only
survive but win," Tony points ouit.

"You think | can't?" Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

Tony sighs. "I'd never bet against you, but that guy is a man mountain, and he's a serious
head case aswell. | met him at Walid's place." He shudders theatrically. "Nice guy; told me
that if | won, he'd ask for me to be put in his stall so he could fuck me."

"l saw him fight tonight. | know he'll be hard to beat.”

"So, I'll just have to beat him," Gibbs says firmly. Tony opens his mouth to argue, but Gibbs
cuts him off. "I said no, Tony, and | mean it. Do not try and steal anyone's cell phone. That's
an order."

"But..."

"Y ou've been here for five goddamn minutes, and I've been here five months. Y ou don't
know anything about this place. | do!"



Tony stares a him for a moment and then gives a reluctant nod.

"Good." Gibbs exhales loudly. "Okay — now, isthe Tony DiNardo cover watertight, or do we
need to worry about Scott finding out who you really are?'

"Jenny set up afull paper trail for the cover which is still in place,” Tony replies. "There
hasn't been anything new on DiNardo for afew years since that assignment ended, but
hopefully Scott won't notice that. Man, | never thought 1'd have to use that name again. What
aclusterfuck of a mission that was."

He gives an elaborate shudder, and the movement makes him sway; he looks like he's about
to pass out.

"Y ou need to get some sleep. Now," Gibbs orders.

Tony doesn't argue thistime. He just slides under the blanket, closes his eyes, and is asleep
within seconds.

Gibbs sighs. He had hoped for more promising news. Now he has all the complications of
protecting Tony without any real hope of rescue. It's not good.

He goes over to the mattress next to Tony and lies down on it, pulling the blanket over his
body. He's spent every single night in this stall for the past five months on his own, and it
feels strange having someone sleeping beside him. He can hear the soft snuffle of Tony's
breathing and can smell the scent of him — soap mingled with some smell that's all Tony, and
that reminds him vividly of their days working together at NCIS, a lifetime ago.

He closes his eyes...but all he can seeis Tony lying beneath him in the pit whispering, "I
won't be raped"” fiercely in his ear. He clenches his hands into fists, willing the image away.
They've both been avoiding that subject since they've been alone together, but is it something
that can be avoided forever?

What the hell kind of relationship can he and Tony have after this, even if they do escape?
How can they ever work together again after he screwed Tony in the sawdust in front of all
those people? Y es, the aternative was so much worse, but he and Tony both know one
horrible truth — that a part of him enjoyed the sex. It was such a blessed relief to sink into
Tony's body and feel the tight heat of his hole milking his cock. He hates that he was forced
to do it, but he hates the fact that his body took pleasure in it more. How can they ever get
beyond that?

He opens his eyes and lies there, looking up at the ceiling. Christ, thisis such a mess!

There's another problem with having Tony in his stall; one that he hadn't considered. He's
used to jerking off, often more than once a night. It only relieves the aching pressure in his
balls for a short while, but it's some respite from the constant urge to fuck. Now, with Tony
here, that activity will have to be curtailed. It was bad enough being forced to fuck himin the
pit, but Gibbs has his pride; he's not going to jerk off in front of him like a randy teenager
unable to control himself.



Tony mumbles something in his sleep and turns over, and one of his arms comesto rest on
Gibbs's hip. Gibbs can feel his warm breath tickling the back of his neck, and it's more than
he can stand.

He gets hold of the hand on his hip and slings it away, shoving Tony as far from him as he
can in the process. Tony mumbles something again, but he doesn't wake up.

Somewhere down the hallway, Gibbs hears a couple of fighters in their stall, fucking noisily.
It'safamiliar sound, but thistime it getsto him more than ever before. Presumably Ellis isn't
on hallway guard duty or the radio would be blaring out too, but tonight he'd welcome that if
it shut out the noisy pants and moans and the wet, slapping sounds from down the hall.

Gibbs closes his eyes again, but this time he finds himself fantasising about turning over,
grabbing Tony and sinking his hard cock into that warm, tight hole again. He knows it's the
drugs, but that doesn't make it any easier. Thereis no way he'd do that to Tony, who worked
so hard to make it seem like the sex they had in the pit was consensual, but the images taunt
him all the same.

Gibbs takes hold of his pillow and buries his teeth in it, stifling the scream of helpless,
frustrated rage.

Tony wakes up alittle while later and immediately remembers where heis. It's like waking
from anightmare to find you're still in one. His body aches all over, and he moans as he
stretches out on the thin mattress on the floor.

He can hear noises down the hallway — sex noises. He closes his eyes again and then is aware
of another sound. Gibbs is breathing hard and there's a rhythmic rustling sound emerging
from under his blanket. Tony realizes that the poor bastard is trying to jerk off —quietly, so as
not to wake him. He can only guess how humiliating this must be for Gibbs. He's such a
proud, private man; this must be its own special kind of torture for him.

Tony thinks about it for aminute. They're going to be trapped here, a close quarters, for God
knows how long. Hurrell told him about Gibbs's phenomenal self-control in not fucking any
of the other fighters, but the poor guy needs some release. He shouldn't have to feel ashamed
for trying to meet the needs caused by the drugs they're pumping into him.

It'sarisk...but Tony decides it's one worth taking. He turns over and slides his good hand
under Gibbs's blanket.

There'sa momentary startled hiss. "DiNozzo!" Gibbs growls, grabbing hold of hiswrist as his
hand goes lower.

"It's okay, let me," Tony says softly into Gibbs's ear. "Boarding school,” he adds by way of
explanation.

Gibbs releases his grip on hiswrist with a sharp exhalation of breath. Tony moves his hand
and finds Gibbs's hard cock. He's pretty good at this, knowing just the right pressure to apply
in al the right places, and he rubs a firm rhythm along the hard shaft. Gibbs's breathing gets



faster and faster, and Tony can feel he's close, but also that he's holding on, unable to
completely give into the pleasure and have his release.

"Let it go," he whispers. "Trust me," he adds, remembering the pit.

Gibbs gasps, his body shuddering, and then he relaxes, moaning softly and rocking into
Tony's skilful hand. A few seconds later, Tony feels his warm come spilling out over his
fingers. There'sa momentary almost shocked silence, and then Gibbs gives a strangled sob
and turns towards him. He buries his face in Tony's neck, all the muscles in his back taut and
quivering, and Tony wonders how much it cost him to have such a human moment.

For one horrible moment he's afraid Gibbs is crying. Then he realizes there are no tears, but
Gibbs is breathing fast, making these little gasping sounds into his neck. Tony wondersif he
did the right thing, but then he suddenly understands that Gibbs isn't upset — he's
overwhelmed. The man has suffered months of loneliness and abuse, so for someone to touch
him with gentle affection and give him that kind of unselfish release...it's all too much for
him.

Tony puts his bandaged hand on the back of Gibbs's shorn head and strokes him gently.
"Sokay. Ssh, ssh..."”

Gibbs slowly calms down, his breathing deepening, and at some point in the night they both
fall asleep again.

Tony iswoken up afew hours later by aloud klaxon blaring and the lights in the hallway
outside being turned up to full brightness. He sits up blearily, to find Gibbs is already up and
pissing in the toilet in the corner.

"Get up." Gibbs finishes up and jerks his head at the door. "Time to get moving. They don't
likeit if you're slow."

Tony gets up, every muscle protesting the movement. The door is opened by one of the
guards, and Gibbs stalks out of it without a second glance at him.

"l getit,” Tony mutters under his breath as he follows on behind. "We don't talk about what
happens in the night. | get the message — loud and clear.”

He's actually relieved; the idea of having a chat with his taciturn boss about anything
involving sex would probably just about kill him on top of everything else. It's not asif his
own avoidance techniques aren't just as finely honed as Gibbs's, if not quite as direct.
Besides, there was something so intimate and humbling about what they shared last night that
he doesn't want to drag it out into the open and ruin it by talking about it.

They're herded back to the showers, where Gibbs helps him wash again, which feels, to Tony,
just as intimate as the hand job. Thiswhole situation is so confusing. He might have been in
love with Gibbs for years, but he's under no illusion that the man returns his feelings. Right
now, Gibbs is being driven by a combination of loneliness and the drugsin his system, and
Tony knows he's treading a fine line between alleviating the effects of both those things while
at the same time not taking advantage of Gibbs.



After showering, they're prodded into another room to eat. Tony's so hungry he doesn't really
care what's put in front of him, but he notices there's no coffee, which is yet another thing his
caffeine addicted boss is having to manage without right now.

Breakfast over, they're taken to a huge training room, complete with punching bags, boxing
ring, treadmills, rowing machines, and every variety of gym equipment, all of it state of the
art.

Tony stands and watches as the trainers set the fighters to work on various machines. Now he
understands why Gibbs has that lean, muscled look; he's been doing a fitness boot camp for
the past five months. "World's worst way to diet,” he muttersto himself.

Nobody seems interested in him, so he sits down in the corner to watch. He supposes they'll
devise atraining regime for him at some point, but for now he's being ignored. In fact, both
the trainers seem far more interested in Gibbs — and he's aware just how important Gibbs is
around here. He's Scott's ticket to the big time, and they're putting everything into him.

"Hey," avoice says, and he looks around to see Hurrell coming over. "Thought | should..."
Hurrell shuffles his feet. "Look, | want to apologise for last night. | wasin a bad place after
what happened to Steve, but | shouldn't have taken it out on you."

"No problem.” Tony gesturesto the floor, and Hurrell crouches down beside him, his back to
the wall. "Are they always all over him like this?* Tony nods at where the trainers are taping
Gibbs's fingers, talking to him intently.

"Y eah. The guards are aways close by too. He's their star asset —they guard him well, and
they train him well. Can't say | care; takes the heat off the rest of us." Hurrell shrugs. "L ook,
Tony," he glances around, lowering his voice. "Have you talked to Gibbs about getting us out
of here?'

Tony chews on his lip thoughtfully. "Y eah. We talked." He's still having trouble making
sense of Gibbs's vehemence about not trying to escape; maybe Hurrell can shed some light on
it.

"And? Seg, if there's anything going down | want in on it, only he says there isn't. Practically
bit my head off when | asked him about it."

Tony leans forward. "I had the same problem, and it threw me. Trust me, it didn't sound like
the guy | knew back at NCIS."

Hurrell nods eagerly. "1 know what you mean! | felt the same way! Look, Tony — Gibbsisa
legend around here. All the fighters are in awe of him. He's a natural born leader, and we'd do
just about anything he asks."

Tony nods thoughtfully. "Y eah — now that sounds like the Gibbs | know."

"So, if he'sthat strong, mentally as well as physically, why the hell isn't he trying to escape?’



"I don't know. | mean, they've beaten him — you can see the marks on his back — but..." Tony
trails off, gazing over to where Gibbs is striding towards a punching bag, a hungry, intense
look in his eyes.

"They haven't broken him, Tony," Hurrell tells him. "Trust me — I've seen men they've
broken, and they're useless. Gibbs isn't like that. There's something kind of feral and untamed
about him — there's no way these bastards have broken him."

"Any ideawhat's going on with him then?’

Hurrell gives alittle sigh. "Maybe — it's just a hunch — I don't know the guy as well as you.
But sometimes | worry that he's got sucked into this whole thing, that he's forgotten that it's
not about winning the fights — it's about finding a way out of here. | wonder if, as much as he
hates it, maybe he also enjoys it too. He seems to come alive in the pit, like it's where he feels
most at home and can express some truth about himself that he has to keep locked up the rest
of the time."

Tony sits back. In all his concerns over Gibbs's mental state, that's something he hadn't
considered. Gibbs going native — is that possible? If you'd asked him that about the man he
knew a few months ago, he'd have said not only "no", but aresounding "hell no!" But this
man — the one with the prowling, wolfish intensity in his every move — the man who took
several minutes to even recognize him in the pit last night? Tony is not so sure.

"Have you spoken to him about any of this?' he asks quietly.

"Yeah...but he just getsthat dark, angry look, and shoots me those glares of his; the ones that
are supposed to make me shut up.”

"But you don't?"

"No. I've been getting in his face, calling him on it whenever | can, getting angry with him,
trying to force him into facing up to it."

"Ah." Tony winces.
"What?'

"That's not how you handle Gibbs, Sam. Trust me, | should know. I've worked with the guy
for ten years."

Hurrell gives alittle grin. "Ten years — and you're still alive? Hell, Tony, are you some kind
of masochist?’

Tony laughs. "Maybe, Sam, maybe | am —where Gibbs is concerned, anyway. | think in all
that time | got angry with him about...three times?' He countsin his head. "Y eah...three. It
doesn't work very well."

"Then what does?"



"He's an intense guy — and he's got one hell of atemper on him. Y ou can't meet that anger
with more anger, because trust me, no matter how angry you get he can get ten times angrier.
He can do angry like nobody else I've ever known."

"Yeah, | had noticed.”

"And he's always more angry with himself than he iswith anyone else. It's no use telling him
when he's fucked up — he always knows that, and he'll be beating himself up far worse than
you ever could. So you douse the flames, you don't fan them. Y ou bring him out of it."

"How?'

Tony grins. "Y ou make him laugh. Y ou joke around, you goof off, and you tease him, and
that way you remind him that he's human and that he needs people, no matter how much he
hates that fact. He's lost more in his life than most of us could lose and stay halfway sane or
sober. Sometimes that getsto him, and he becomes lost in a dark kind of headspace — and
that's when you have to pull him out of it with a stupid joke, or aprank, or anything to
distract him and make him smile.”

"He smiles? |'ve never seen it," Hurrell says with awry shake of his head.

"Oh yeah, he smiles! Not often, but when he does, you know you've done something right.
You can get in his face and call him on his shit — he needs that sometimes — but don't do it
with anger. Stay calm and give him something to laugh at too."

Tony watches as Gibbs buries a fist deep in the punching bag. "Y eah, he can be a bastard, but
he's also a guy who'll risk his life for you, without question. He's a guy who looks out for all
kids like they're all his own flesh and blood, who needs to see justice done like he needsto
breathe, and who would never, ever leave a man behind. So you just have to remind him of
that occasionally."

Tony shrugs, never taking his eyes off Gibbs. "Y ou help him remember that he's not just a
guy who can kill with his bare hands, but also a guy who can build these beautiful boats that
actually sail on water."

"He builds boats?' Hurrell raises a disbelieving eyebrow.
"Beautiful boats —and with his own hands. He won't use power tools."
"Sounds like you know him really well."

"Yeah." Tony looks thoughtfully across the room, to where Gibbs is pounding away at the
punching bag like it's hisworst enemy. "Yeah, | do, Sam. And one thing | know isthat you
don't reach Leroy Jethro Gibbs by getting angry with him and telling him what he's not. Y ou
do it by sticking with him and reminding him what heis."

*

Gibbs isn't arunner; running bores the hell out of him, and there's something so soulless
about just pounding away on atreadmill without getting anywhere. He prefers sparring in the



ring, or punching, or lifting weights, but it isn't his choice. Frank, the chief trainer, has
punched his workout into the treadmill, and Gibbs knows he won't be allowed to ez, rest, or
piss until he's completed it.

He watches out of the corner of his eye as Tony does what Tony does best: nosing out
information. Tony is busy making friends, charming everyone in the room — guards, trainers
and fighters alike. Tony has various strategies at his disposal, and Gibbs is familiar with
every single one of them.

There is stupid Tony — he's deliberately idiotic, mangling movie quotes, tripping over his own
toes and generally acting the idiot. That Tony is the one he starts off being, lulling his
audience into afalse sense of security by presenting himself as a harmless idiot.

Then there is the empathetic Tony. Gibbs watches as Tony identifies atarget —one of the
guards standing by the door, looking bored — and goes over to him. He makes a joke, and the
guard grunts. Tony leans in, talking softly, and the guard startsto engage, nodding, talking
back, holding a conversation, then smiling, and looking at Tony with genuine interest. Tony
is making them see him as areal person, not just another fighter. Gibbs tried the same tactic
when he first arrived too, for all the good it did him.

Finally, there is smart Tony. Gibbs speeds up on the treadmill as Tony misdirects the guard
with some extravagant hand gestures, maybe doing one of his Jack Nicholson impressions.
Gibbs is vaguely aware that the fighter on the treadmill next to him is breathing heavily, his
face bright red, sweat flying off him, but nothing can distract him from watching what Tony
is doing. He sees Tony knocking the guard's arm and then apologising extravagantly, patting
him down as he does so... and Gibbs sees one of Tony's hands slip into the man's pocket.

Damn it! He told Tony not to go looking for a cell phone! Gibbs runs as fast as he can,
keeping one eye on Tony the entire time in case his attempt at pickpocketing has been
noticed. Tony is still talking manically, still waving his arms around. Gibbs can feel the sweat
pouring off his body — if he can just get to the end of the session the trainer will let him take a
break, and then he can go and speak to Tony

The treadmill slows and comes to a stop, and Frank comes over. He takes one look at the time
and distance covered and gives a low whistle.

"That's your best time ever, Leroy. Well done. Take ten.”
Gibbs grabs a towel and wipes the sweat off his forehead and is about to stride over to Tony
when a sound behind him grabs his attention. The fighter who was on the next treadmill is

standing there, head down, his chest heaving, and Frank is yelling at him.

"Y ou're too fucking slow, Stuart! I've warned you before — if you don't cover the distance in
thirty minutes, you pay for it.'

Frank waves his hand, and the guard who was talking to Tony comes striding over. Tony jogs
along behind him, stopping when he reaches Gibbs's side.

"What's happening?' he whispers.



Gibbs gives him a hard sideways glare. "You'll see.”

"Please...no...I'mjust tired. | fought in the pit last night, and | won! Please, please...don't..."
Stuart begs pathetically. Gibbs puts a hand on Tony's shoulder, feeling the muscles tense
under his fingers.

The guard shoves Stuart to the floor and pulls the whip out of his belt. It al happens so
quickly — the rise and fall of the whip, the weltsrising, red and angry, on Stuart's back, and
the crescendo of Stuart's sobs and screams as he places his arms over his head to protect
himself, grovelling on the floor at the guard's feet.

It's not a hard whipping — Gibbs has had far worse — but it is shocking in its swift brutality.
He can feel Tony pulling forward, his instinct to help the poor bastard taking the beating, and
Gibbs tightens his grip and forces him to stay still. He had the same instinct himself once,
back when he was new, but he learned the hard way that it helps nobody and costs you
dearly.

Then it's over. Stuart is a quivering wreck on the floor, sobbing and shaking, the red whip
marks standing out in livid intensity on his white skin.

Gibbs digs his fingers into Tony's shoulder and propels him towards the table in the corner of
the room where the drinks are lined up. He shoves Tony against the wall.

"See, you stupid, dumb idiot. It's not agame, Tony. It'sreal. Do not fuck with these people.

Tony is staring at him from wide, shocked eyes. "1 know...shit...that poor bastard...but |
know, Gibbs...I..."

"I saw you!" Gibbs hisses. "I saw you searching the guard for acell phone, Tony. | ordered
you not to go looking for trouble, because if you do, trust me, you'll find it."

"I just spoketo that guy...the guard who just...he was nice...we talked about football..."

"Yeah, and if you screw up he'll throw you down and whip you like he whipped Stuart,
without hesitating. He's not your friend, Tony, and he's never going to be your damn friend,
no matter how many of your stupid Jack Nicholson impressions you do!"

Gibbs finally releases Tony's shoulder and grabs a bottle of water from the table. He drinks it
all down, swallowing furiously, glancing around the gym. Everyone has gone back to their
training regimes as if the ugly interlude with Stuart never happened. Stuart is still lying onthe
floor shaking. Gibbs watches as Frank goes over to him.

"Get back on the treadmill and do it again, and thistime do it faster,” Frank orders, nudging
Stuart with his boot. Stuart is still sobbing as he slowly gets up and walks back to the
treadmill, his head down.

Gibbs hears Tony coming up behind him.

"My Jack Nicholson impressions aren't that bad, are they?' Tony whispersin his ear.



Gibbs can't stop the grunt of laughter that escapes from his lips; only Tony could make him
laugh at atime like this.

"Worse than bad,” he growls, getting himself under control.

"Damniit. I'll have to work on them some more,” Tony says. He puts one hand on Gibbs's
shoulder and squeezes, and then he moves away.

Gibbs stands there, breathing heavily, and not from the exertion on the treadmill. Somehow
Tony just turned everything around, pulled the rug out from under him, and reminded Gibbs
that now he's here and everything has changed. He made him laugh, for God's sake!

Gibbs watches as Tony walks over to where Sam Hurrell is standing, and he finds himself
fixating on Tony's ass as he walks. He's been living with hairy, sweaty, naked men for
months now and has never found any of them remotely attractive, but now he finds himself
appreciating the sweet curve of Tony's ass where it meetsthe top of hislong legs. He closes
his eyes, remembering the feel of Tony's skilful fingers stroking his hard cock in the middle
of the night, and the heat of his breath on the back of his neck.

Why did Tony do that, especially after he fucked him in the pit? How can Tony not hate him,
at least on some level, right now? Gibbs knows how he'd feel if their roles were reversed. The
pain and humiliation would rankle, even if his logical mind knew that the alternative was so
much worse. Tony seems to have taken being fucked up the assin his stride, and Gibbs can't
comprehend that. He didn't deserve Tony's gentle touch in the night, or the compassionate
words whispered in his ear. They both know he took some pleasure in that fucking in the pit.
Tony saw it in hiseyes, and it shames him. It makes him feel exposed, weak and guilty, and
he hates those emotions.

He watches as Tony shares a joke with Sam Hurrell and another emotion rears its ugly head,
one he's completely unprepared for: jealousy.

It's just one more thing to feed to the dark wolf. Gibbs strides over to where Frank is waiting
and channels his anger into a vigorous session with the punching bag.

"You are on fire today, Leroy," Frank says approvingly some time later, as Gibbs wipes the
swesat from his body with atowel. "Best workout |'ve ever seen from you. What's the
reason?"

Gibbs glances over to where Tony is still talking to Hurrell. "No reason,” he lies.

He putsin his best day ever in training — which is unusual after Fight Night as he's usually
too tired to do any personal bests.

He'srelieved when the day is over, and it's time for dinner. He gets his tray of food as usual,
sits down, and glances up as Tony sits down opposite him, alook of disgust on his face.

"Thisisfood?' Tony asks dubiously, pushing a piece of carrot around the plate with his
plastic knife like it's some kind of alien life form. They're eating the usual healthy dinner of
chicken, brown rice, and a multitude of grilled vegetables. It's fairly tasteless, but Gibbsis so
hungry he doesn't care.



"Yeah, Tony. It'sfood."

"Even this?" Tony holds up a piece of broccoli on his fork, gazing at it quizzically, and Gibbs
bites back another grunt of laughter.

"It's broccoli, Tony. Just eat it. It's okay."

Tony takes a mouthful and then makes an extravagantly repulsed face. "You and | have
different definitions of ‘okay’, clearly,” he mutters reaching for his cup of water and gulping it
down. "So tell, me, Gibbs — when's pizza night?'

"No pizza. No popcorn, chocolate, or Chinese. No noodles, no hamburgers, and no coffee.”
Gibbs sighs as he says that last item.

"Apart from all the other reasons this place sucks, this place really sucks,” Tony says
mournfully.

Gibbs glances around. Usually he eats alone, his demeanour making it very clear that he
doesn't appreciate anyone sitting at histable, let alone talking to him. But tonight, awhole
clutch of the other fighters have sat down around him — no, not around him — around Tony,
and Tony just happens to be sitting with him.

Normally, his body language tells them to stay away, but Tony's body language is clearly
inviting them to join them. Gibbs remembers the many conversations Tony had with the other
fighters during the course of the day, all the clowning around, the jokes, and the movie
impressions. Back in the office, when they're trying to get work done, Tony's more idiotic
characteristics were irritating to his co-workers, but here, where there is no entertainment,
Tony islike TV.

Gibbs has a sudden impression of what Tony must have been like in the closed, confined
quarters of boarding school. Tony is used to communal living, bad food, and the exclusive
company of the male gender, and he knows how to handle it. Being in the Marines has
equipped Gibbs to handle it too — and Hurrell — but some fighters, without that kind of
background, struggle more here. Tony's innate charisma shines very brightly in this
environment, and Gibbs can see why the other fighters are drawn to him.

"S0...pizzal It hasto be pepperoni, sausage, and extra cheese for me — you?' Tony glances
sideways at Hurrell, who is sitting next to him.

"Ham and mushroom — no question.” Hurrell grins, shovelling a forkful of rice in his mouth.

Around the table the fighters start shouting out their favourite pizza toppings, and soon Tony
has got everyone talking to everyone else, instead of the usual muted dinner conversations
Gibbs is more familiar with.

"Gibbs?' Tony asks, and Gibbs can sense the entire table tensing. They aren't aware that
Tony already knows him, and newbies don't usually dare to initiate casual conversations with
him. They aren't sure how he'll respond.



Tony leans back, agrin on his face. "Let me guess..." he murmurs thoughtfully. Gibbs glares
at him some more, and Tony's grin widens. "Pepperoni, ham, beef, pork sausage, Italian
sausage, and bacon. Some would say they don't go together, but | bet you like your pizzas as
carnivorous as possible.”

Gibbsrolls his eyes. Tony knows his pizza order all too well from various late nights at the
office working cases over the years. "Lucky guess," he says, deadpan, and Tony bursts out
laughing.

The rest of the table seems to view it as a good omen that Gibbs hasn't sunk his fist into
Tony's face for his audacity, and everyone relaxes and the conversation starts flowing again.
Now that Tony has shown them that he's not the ogre of pit legend, people even include him
in their conversations, and he finds himself being drawn in, despite himself.

It feels strange to be talking to people he's seen around for weeks but never had more than a
cursory exchange of words with before. He finds himself relaxing, and he's aware of Hurrell's
surprised gaze falling upon him several times during the course of the meal. Then Hurrell
looks at Tony and gives him an impressed little nod, and Gibbs wonders what the hell that
was all about.

After dinner, they're herded back to their stalls to deep.

"They're nice guys,” Tony says, as he shakes out his blanket.

"Y eah, and next time you meet them they could be slamming their fists into your face in the
pit and then after that..." Gibbs stops, fighting down the anger. "There are ways of getting by
in here, Tony."

"I know." Tony nods. "And yours are different to mine."

Gibbs thinks back to how he was when he first arrived and wonders whether Tony will still
view it the same way in five months' time. That thought makes him angry again; he doesn't
want Tony to be here in five months' time. He doesn't damn well want Tony to be here now —
and yet he doesn't want to be here without him, either.

He bends down to grab his own blanket and can feel Tony watching him. Hest rises to his
face as he remembers what happened between them the previous night.

"How did you get the scars on your back?' Tony asks unexpectedly.
"l was whipped,” Gibbs replies, turning to give him the death glare.
"Well, duh — I figured that out, Boss. Why were you whipped?'

"Y ou know why, Tony. " Gibbs lies down on his mattress, pulls the blanket over himself, and
turns his back on Tony.

There's silence for a bit.

"That's cryptic, Boss, even by your standards,” Tony says eventually.



"Tony, you know me, and you've seen how this place works. You're a bright boy, no matter
how hard you work at trying to make people think you're not, so you figure it out.”

There's another silence. Then he hears Tony turning too, and a hand comes to rest casually on
his hip. He thinks about it for amoment, but the truth is it's been atiring day, he's exhausted,
and Tony's hand isn't doing any harm, so he doesn't shove it off.

Thetruth is also that it's warm and comforting, and he likes it — and inside the light wolf gets
thrown alittle scrap of food.

He wakes up in the middle of the night and is immediately aware he has an erection. He often
does — day or night. He long ago stopped being embarrassed by it, or even taking much notice
of it. It'sthe same for most of the fighters — it's impossible to stop the body's physical
reactions to the drugs they keep pumping into them.

Having Tony here made it humiliating all over again at first, just like it was in the early days,
but Tony's surprising gesture last night somehow removed his shame. Tony understands. He
getsit. He might not be being fed any drugs himself — yet — but he made it seem like
something normal that Gibbs didn't have to worry about or hide.

All the same, Gibbs hesitates. Beside him, he hears Tony move his head on his pillow.
"Y ou awake?' Tony asks softly.

"Yeah. |...I'm gonna jerk off."

"Need a hand?'

He hesitates again. It felt so much better to have Tony's hand on his hard cock after the long
nights taking care of it alone, but he doesn't want to give in to that kind of weakness.

"No," he says firmly.

It helps not to have to hide the tell-tale grunts and thrusts as he wraps his hand around his
cock and beginsto rub it. He finds his mind wandering back to earlier in the day, watching
the sweet curve of Tony's ass as he walked across the gym. He knows how it feels to be deep
inside that ass, and it makes him moan softly. It feels somehow wrong to be jerking off,
thinking about Tony, while Tony is lying right beside him, and he takes the pressure off, his
erection wilting slightly in response.

Tony turns over and puts his hand on his hip again. Gibbs closes his eyes, fighting it, but the
light wolf inside him seems determined to be fed. It wants the sense of intimacy from last
night that he has been trying to deny it.

He can't deny it anymore. He grabs Tony's hand where it's lying on his hip and slowly guides
it down towards his cock. Tony doesn't say aword. He just moves in close, rests his chin on
Gibbs's shoulder, and takes his cock firmly in his hand.

Gibbs arches his back. It feels so damn good. He's hungry for human touch and
companionship, and he trusts Tony. He couldn't let his guard down in this way with anyone



else. He'd punch Hurrell, or McGee, or anyone else who tried to touch him like this, but
somehow with Tony it's okay. It's more than okay.

Tony's hand is skilled and expert on his cock, but that isn't what makes it so pleasurable. It's
the way Tony murmurs little words of encouragement into his ear and the warmth of his
breath on the back of his neck. It's knowing that he can relax, and that Tony will take care of
it. It'sthe feeling that he can let go, for just alittle while; he doesn't have to hold it in or
handle it alone.

He comes with alow growl of pleasure and is immediately overwhelmed by a sensation of
wellbeing. He feels warm, relaxed, and sated. There is so little kindness to be found in this
place, and now he understands why Sam Hurrell has always gone looking for this kind of
comfort. They are all trapped in this big, terrifying nightmare. They endure privations and
ordealson adaily basis. It feels good to take some respite wherever you can find it.

He turns over and looks a Tony's familiar featuresin the dark. He won't say thanks— not in
SO many words at least —that isn't his style.

"When | first got here, | pissed them off,” he says. Not over stupid things, because he's a
pragmatist and always has been, but he asked questions and intervened when he was
supposed to look the other way. "I knew how you would react to Stuart being punished earlier
because that was my reaction too. That'swhy | held you back."

Tony places his good hand on Gibbs's back, and Gibbs can feel his fingers locating one of the
long scars that stretches from his shoulder to his hip. Tony traces the scar all the way down
with slow, gentle sweeps of his fingertips.

"There was this kid — Brian — reminded me of Jimmy Palmer. Y ou know the type. He didn't
belong here — nobody does, but he didn't have a fighting bone in his body. Failed every single
workout, got beaten all the time."

"And you got these scars trying to protect him," Tony says quietly.
"They kept beating up on him. He was going under."

In the first couple of weeks he'd irritated the hell out of the guards. He asked awkward
guestions, challenged them, and made them feel uneasy. They didn't know he was going to
amount to anything in the pit, but somehow they sensed that he was a threat. Maybe because
back then he didn't know how to keep the dark wolf down and only bring it out in the pit, and
it snarled at them once too often.

He took several beatings during the early days, but it was the beating over Brian that caused
the scars. The guards, especially Ellis, enjoyed bullying Brian — he had victim written all over
him, and they made his life a misery. When Brian failed yet another workout, Gibbs stepped
in to take the heat off him, and Ellis decided he'd pissed them off once too often. They strung
him up like an animal and whipped him long and hard until his back was red raw, the blood
flowing freely. It was supposed to teach him a lesson. He thinks maybe it did; just not the one
they expected him to learn.



There's nothing else to say. Gibbs rests his head on Tony's shoulder, and Tony continues
tracing those languid fingers up and down his scarred back until they both fall asleep again.

*

Tony isslowly learning that any intimacy he shares with Gibbs in the night is gone by the
morning. The next day everything is back to normal, with Gibbs growling and glaring, and
Tony goofing off to try and provoke even the slightest hint that Gibbs is human and not the
fighting automaton this place wants him to be.

Even two days into this ordeal, Tony iswondering if the only way to cope is to shut down
and turn in on yourself, the way Gibbs has done. The unrelenting routine of every single day
must get to you after awhile. First the showers, then the dining room, and the food that's
healthy but always the same, day in, day out; then into the gym all day, with brief rest periods
for water and lunch, and finally dinner, another shower, and then bed. There is nothing to
look forward to, no change to the routine, and no end ever in sight. It's soul-destroying.

Occasionally, a fighter gets called to the infirmary for a check-up, or someone gets punished
for not completing his training regime fast enough. The combination of drugs and bored,
helpless, frustrated men doesn't make for a peaceful environment and fights break out
regularly. Tony is never sure what setsthem off, but suddenly raised voices will turn into
snarling, the men sounding like dogs, followed by the brutal crunching sound of fists
slamming into flesh and bone, before the guards break it up.

Fight Night looms for all of them at the end of the week, an ordeal they all hate and fear. The
fighters are worked hard in the gym all week, herded and confined into stalls and denied any
entertainment during their down time, and then at the end of the week they're forced out into
the pit, where they might die or be raped. It's hardly surprising they fight among themselves.

Tony has an appreciation for Gibbs's self-control. The man strides through it all like the
colossus of pit legend that he is. He never initiates a fight, gets involved, or breaks them up.

If the guards yell a him, he treats them to his desth glare and slowly does as he'stold as if it's
by his own choice. He gives them no excuse to punish him, but he doesn't talk or laugh with
them, or try to make friends with them, either. Tony is sure that some of them are scared of
Gibbs; only their whips, guns and tazers keep them brave around him.

How much does it cost him though, Tony wonders, as he watches Gibbs put in another good
time on the treadmill. The trainers still haven't taken any notice of Tony. His arrival this late
in the season, and his broken fingers, make him completely useless to them. There is nothing
for him to do but hang around and observe, the way Gibbs taught him to observe. It'swhat he
does best. It's his job.

Tony notices which guards are on duty and how often they're rotated. He talks to each of
them, trying to get a sense of their strengths and weaknesses. Some chat to him quite easily,
talking about their families, sports, movies, sex...and others just grunt and look away. Maybe
they're ashamed of what they're doing, or maybe they know he's trying to get them to see him
asareal person, not just another prisoner to be herded and hit.

The other fighters like to talk to him too, during their breaks. He's someone new, someone to
break up the tedium, and he tries to keep them entertained. He's always loved playing the



clown, and this audience is more appreciative than his usual duo of a disdainful Zivaand an
eye-rolling McGee.

There's something incredibly un-erotic about being surrounded by so many naked men. Tony
has enjoyed plenty of gay porn in histime, but a gym full of fit, naked guysisahell of alot
more alluring on celluloid than it iswhen you're living it and your lifeis at stake.

Being around a permanently naked Gibbs is definitely distracting though. Tony tries not to
ogle him, but he can't help but notice how long Gibbs's legs are and the tight curve of his ass
when he walks. His body is hard all over, toned to perfection by the gruelling fitness regime.

After lunch, Frank nods Gibbs over to arowing machine, and Tony leans against the wall,
turning over the problems in his mind. Hurrell isright; Gibbs is the key to escaping. He
commands the respect of all the other fighters and is the only one who would be able to get
them to work together in order to make a bid for freedom. Tony needs to get him onside to
make any escape attempt work. But Gibbs won't even talk to him about it. He shuts down
every conversation on the subject and goes ballistic every time Tony mentions getting his
hands on a cell phone.

Tony is so lost in thought as he mulls this over that he doesn't notice the two fighters coming
up to him.

"Hey, Tony," Greg says, leaning against the wall in front of him. Greg's a good-looking guy,
tall, with dark curly hair and big brown eyes. He's one of the better fighters in Scott's stable,
just behind Hurrell and Gibbs himself. Matt is Greg's stall-mate; he's slighter in build, with
short blond hair, and he takes up position behind Tony, standing close. Too close. They're
both in his space, and it's clearly deliberate. "So...is the wolfman fucking you?' Greg asks,
jerking his head in Gibbs's direction.

Glancing down, Tony notices that Greg has an erection. He's becoming used to the sheer
amount of erections he's seen since he arrived here. His own cock has remained resolutely
soft; this environment is freaking him out too much, and although he could allow himself to
get turned on a night, when he's alone with Gibbs, that's a complication they could both do
without. Gibbs at least can blame his sexual arousal on the drugs; Tony has no such excuse.

"Aw, ¢'mon, guys." Tony shoots one of his disarming grins over his shoulder at Matt.
"Matt and | share the big stall at the end of the hallway. If you're bored with the old man, you
could bunk with us," Greg suggests. He moves his hand down to caress his hard cock,

grinning a Tony.

"I don't think the 'old man' would like that,” Tony replies, glancing over at Gibbs. Gibbs
seems to sense his gaze on him and looks up...and his expression darkens.

"So heis fucking you? | knew it! | always wondered when he'd break and start fucking one of
us!" Matt exclaims.

Tony is still looking at Gibbs, who is going so fast on the rowing machine it looks like he'll
bresk it.



"What's it like?' Greg asks softly, and Tony almost laughs out loud at the wistful look in
Greg's eyes. "He fucked me in the pit afew weeks ago, but | wondered how it'd be if he, well,
if he actually liked you?' Greg's cheeks are flushing.

"Ah, the legend that is Leroy Jethro Gibbs." Tony gives one of his infuriating grins and taps
the side of his nose. "Sorry, Greg —I'm just not akiss and tell kind of guy."

Greg laughs. "Okay, but if he's not doing it for you, you're welcome to bunk with us.”
"Y eah — it's not so boring with you around,” Matt adds.

Gibbs finishes his assigned workout and jumps off the rowing machine. He has that ook he
gets when he finds someone screwing with his crime scene, or he's in a pissing match with
Metro over jurisdiction. Tony is familiar with it from long experience.

Gibbs prowls rather than walks over to them, every muscle in his body taut and angry. Matt
makes a speedy exit, sprinting towards the drinks table, but Greg is trapped; he can't go
anywhere without running straight into Gibbs. He backs up against the wall as Gibbs closes
in on them.

Gibbs doesn't say aword. He just moves in close, getting into Greg's space. His hands are
bunched into fists by his side, and the death glare is set at full blast.

"Hey, it'sokay, | didn't mean anything,” Greg mutters. "l was just talking to Tony."

"Talking to Tony with your dick?" Gibbs growls, glancing down at Greg's now rapidly
wilting erection.

"No harmintalking," Greg says faintly. "Hey, c'mon, Wolfman! That's all it was. Just talk!"

Gibbs's glare doesn't fade even a fraction. "Y ou talk to him that way again, and I'll make it so
you can't ever 'talk' again." He glances contemptuously at Greg's cock, making his meaning
clear. "Got that?"

"Got it, Wolfman," Greg replies faintly, his erection completely disappearing; Tony doesn't
blame it.

Greg finally daresto creep away to the drinks table after Matt; Gibbs all but snarls at his
retreating heels.

Tony folds hisarms over his chest, unsure if he's amused, freaked out, or turned on by that
none too subtle display of dominance; maybe all three.

"Did you want to piss on metoo?' he asks, as Gibbs turns back towards him. "Y ou know,
mark your territory more clearly?'

Something dark and savage flares in Gibbs's eyes and his fist comes flying towards Tony —
and lands on the wall just afraction of an inch beside his head. Tony doesn't react. He doesn't
flinch or move. He just stands there, holding his ground, gazing steadily at Gibbs, staring into



those dark eyes. Slowly, the savage expression fades, Gibbs's eyes clear, and someone Tony
recognizes is back again.

"I wasn't going to hit you," Gibbs says, which is as close to an apology as Tony knows he's
going to get.

"I know. I'm used to you cock-blocking me," he repliesin a hard tone of voice.

"What the hell is that supposed to mean?"

"You figure it out. You've been doing it for ten years now, only usually with more subtlety."
Gibbs looks completely mystified.

"EJ, Paula...any pretty girl I meet working on acase." Tony shrugs.

Gibbs blinks, an expression of confused surprise on his face. He doesn't have a chance to
respond though, because at that moment Frank interrupts them.

"Leroy — that was another PB. You're really stepping it up. Good work!"

Frank places a hand on Gibbs's shoulder and guides him away. Tony watches him go; he can
almost see the cogsturning in Gibbs's mind, and he wishes he hadn't just said that.

*

Gibbs spends the rest of the training session beating a punching bag into submission. He's too
angry to focus on anything beyond how good it feels to pound his fist into something as hard
as he can.

"You're in the best shape you've ever been in, Leroy,” Frank says, holding the punching bag
in place. "l gottatell you, when you first arrived | never pegged you for the winner you've
turned out to be."

The anger is coursing through his veins, and Gibbs likes the way it feels. He unleashes it on
the punching bag, landing punch after punch.

"We're so close. Just a few more fights, and we'll win the entire season,” Frank adds.

"I'll win the entire season," Gibbs corrects him, throwing his fist into the punching bag again.
"I'll win it for you, Frank."

Frank shrugs. "Means we got your training right, your medsright...it's a team effort, Leroy."

"Isthat so?" Gibbs raises an eyebrow. "Does that mean that you, or Scott, or Tanner are going
to walk out into that pit next Fight Night instead of me then?"

Frank laughs. "Always love your fighting spirit, Leroy. It'swhat setsyou apart 'cause it ain't
that you're younger, fitter, or sronger than the other fighters I've trained. What makes you a



winner iswhat's inside. I've never met a fighter stronger than you are mentally, and that's
where it counts. You're brutal, Leroy; areal killer."

Gibbs buries his fist in the punching bag, but he can't keep his gaze from wandering over to
where Tony is standing. At least he's alone, but what the hell did Tony mean by throwing that
cock-blocking comment at him like that? It's hard enough being in this place without having
Tony to protect, and the idiot has no idea what the other fighters would like to do to him,
given a chance. Tony hasn't been here long enough to know. He doesn't understand what the
drugs and desperation do to you and how sex is on your mind all the time.

An image flashes into his head of Greg pounding his cock into Tony's ass. Suddenly, he finds
that he's taken Greg's place, and is looking down as he fucks Tony into the mattress. Tony
looks back over his shoulder, wetting his lips with his tongue as Gibbs thrusts into him,
burying himself balls deep in all that tight heat.

A wave of sexual frustration so strong it hurts makes him go at the punching bag in a frenzy.
He hits it so fast and hard that Frank has to step back out of the way. It feels satisfying; the
dark wolf likesto be fed.

Later that night, when they're alone in their stall again, there is an awkward, strained silence
between them. Gibbs watches as Tony moves around the stall, rearranging his mattress and
blanket. Gibbs's mood is resentful and brooding. He wants something; he's not sure what, but
he can feel the dark wolf rising inside.

He could have Tony. Scott hastold him that he can have any of the fighters he wants — he's

just never wanted any of them before. But he wants Tony. And nobody would stop him, not
even Tony. He knows that. He could give in to the dark thoughts inside his head, take what

he wants by force, hold Tony down and...

He remembers Tony's face looking up at him in the pit afew days ago. "Don't make this
rape..."

And he wouldn't. He couldn't. His dark mood breaks like a wave crashing against arock. He
comes to and finds his body shining with sweat. Tony has got under his blanket and is
looking at him thoughtfully. Neither of them has spoken aword to each other since their
altercation in the gym earlier.

"I don't know how to keep you safe,” Gibbs says quietly, breaking the silence. He leans
against the wall, crossing his arms over his body, hugging himself.

"I'm 39 years old. I've been in law enforcement most of my adult life. Y ou taught me how to
fight, and you've seen me fight — and win — against some really bad-assed guys. Why do you
think | need protecting?’ Tony asks.

Because...
Gibbs can't find the answer amid the confusion of his own emotions. He knows Tony can

handle himself, even here. He knowsthat if Tony can disarm a bad situation with an easy
smile and a joke then he will, but if that doesn't work he can handle himself in a fight better



than most. Gibbs never had any qualms about allowing Tony to handle plenty of tense
situations back at NCIS, so why here?

Because...

Because these guys are naked and hopped up on drugs that make them so horny they would
literally fuck anything. Because those tense situations back at NCIS weren't usually about

sex, and when they were...Damn it, Tony's right. When they were, Gibbs hated it. He hated
Paula, and he hated EJ, and he hated them because they were pert and pretty, and Tony was
sleeping with them. He did everything he could to step between them and Tony. He stepped
in front of anyone who might take Tony away from him. Cock-blocked, just like Tony said.
But why? What the hell iswrong with him? Why did he behave that way all those years?

Because Tony belongs to me.

Therealization is new, but somehow it isn't a surprise. He's been fighting to keep Tony by his
side, loyal only to him, since the minute he first met him. It's taken this nightmare situation to
force histactics out into the open and make Tony finally call him on it.

He goes quietly over to his bedding and lies down beside Tony.
"You figure it out?' Tony asks softly.

"Yeah."

"Wannatalk about it?"

"No."

What he wantsisto hold Tony down and explore his body with his fingers, his mouth, and
his hard cock, but he won't do that. It's bad enough that he's screwed up Tony's life all these
years without realizing it. It's even worse that he enjoyed fucking his very heterosexual senior
field agent in the pit afew days ago. And worse gill is the fact that he wantsto do it again.
He wants to do it so much that the desire is burning him up inside.

It's just another thing he has to control. He can do that. He just has to feed it to the dark wolf
and then, when he gets out in the pit on Fight Night, let it al out there. It's the only way he
knows how to handle it.

When Tony puts his hand on his hard cock in the night, Gibbs thrusts into those skilful
fingers, keeping his eyes tightly closed, and tries not to think about how much more he wants.

*

Their usual routine of Gibbs putting in personal bests in his workouts, while Tony watches or
spots him on the weights, is disrupted a couple of days later when Ellis comes over to Tony
inthe gym.



"You —DiNardo!" He shoves the butt of his gun against Tony's shoulder and forces him
towards the door. Tony glances back and sees Gibbs watching, his expression tense, but
there's nothing either of them can do about it.

Tony is pushed out of the gym and back to the hallway where their sleeping quarters are
located. Ellis takes him to a small washroom at the end of the hallway.

"Clean up," Ellis orders, pointing his gun at a bucket and mop. "Y ou've got afew broken
fingers — doesn't damn well stop you working," he adds, in answer to Tony's questioning
look.

Tony fills the bucket and takes it along to the first stall. The place smells as stale as the stall
he shares with Gibbs, but it doesn't take long to mop down the floors. Cleaning the toilet isn't
exactly a job he relishes, but he makes the best of it, trying to engage a monosyllabic Ellisin
conversation as he works.

He knows from the little Gibbs has said that Ellisis the guard he is the most wary of, so he
keeps his approach light. He told Gibbs he can handle himself, and he can, but that's with the
other fighters — not the guards. He's acutely aware that Ellis has a gun. If the man wanted to
hurt him, or rape him, there's not much Tony can do about it. He has prepared himself
mentally for the possibility of being raped at some point in this place — he won't like it, but he
thinks he can endure it.

He's more worried about what Gibbs's reaction would be if he was raped. Gibbs is teetering
on a knife-edge right now, and Tony isn't sure which way he'll go. There's something feral
and ferocious always lurking just beneath the surface. Tony thinks maybe that's always been
the case; the difference is that Gibbs always used to be able to control it, but now the drugs,
imprisonment and abuse have worn that control down.

Tony is afraid of losing Gibbs altogether to the dark stranger within. Right now, it seems that
Gibbs only allows that dark stranger out in the pit, but supposing something tipped him over
the edge? If Gibbs lost control with the guards then they might shoot him, and Tony would
lose him forever. Tony's not going to let that happen. If Ellis or anyone else rapes him, he
won' tell Gibbs about it. HE'll just handle it.

Some of the stalls are disgusting, the blankets covered in shit, urine, semen, or a combination
of the three. He throws them out into the hallway as instructed; presumably they'll be washed
and new bedding supplied.

When he getsto one of the stalls he's surprised to find it has an occupant. A young man,
probably no more than twenty years old, is lying on his back, his face badly bruised. His skin
is sallow and his breathing laboured. Tony vaguely remembers him being thrown into the
truck after Fight Night, although he didn't look so bad then. The young man moves his head
feebly when Tony walks in.

"Uh...sorry...I didn't know anyone was here," Tony says uncertainly.

He isn't even sure the man has heard him because he just closes his eyes and turns his face
away, and Tony works around him.



"Who isthat guy?' Tony asks Ellis when he |eaves the stall.
"New fighter. Hurrell won him in the pit last Fight Night."
"He looksin abad way," Tony glances back at the stall. "Shouldn't he be in the infirmary?’

"Tanner's examined him. If he lives, he lives. Otherwise." Ellis shrugs. "He's no use if he
can't fight. We'll give him aweek or two."

"Then what?'

"Then, if he's no better, we'll shoot him," Ellis says, asif it's the most normal thing in the
world.

Tony feels a cold shiver run down his spine. Gibbs has told him repeatedly how brutal these
people are, and he's seen it with his own eyes too, but all the same, each new piece of
evidence shocks him. Do you ever get used to it? Has Gibbs got used to it? The Gibbs he
knows is a justice hound; he hunts down bad guys not just because it's his job, but because on
some level it'swho heis. For Tony, it's about fighting crime and upholding the law, but for
Gibbs it's always been personal. Living here must be soul-destroying for him in so many
ways.

After he's finished clearing out the stalls, he's given new bedding to distribute. Then he's
shoved down a different hallway, back towards the massive room he hasn't been in since he
arrived.

There's atruck waiting there. The back doors are open, and a man is carrying a crate out of it.
"Supplies. Y ou can help unload,” Ellis grunts, pushing him towardsiit.

Tony doesn't recognize the man unloading the truck. He isn't dressed like the guards, and he
isn't carrying awhip or agun. He looks a Tony nervously, as if he's unsure how to behave

around him.

"Hey, I'm Tony." Tony holds out his hand as if they're being introduced at a party, not in this
weird setup, with him naked, and the other guy fully clothed.

"Uh...Pete," the truck driver says nervously, giving his hand a quick shake and then dropping
it.

"Pete huh? My cousin's called Pete. Well, we call him Petey, but only because it annoys the
shit out of him." Tony grins.

Pete casts an anxious glance at Ellis, but the guard is sitting with his feet up by the door,
listening to the bashed up little radio he carries around with him. Tony blocks Ellis out with
his body, forcing Pete to look at him.

"So, do you bring all this stuff in, Pete?"

"Yeah...uh, I'm not sure if I'm allowed to talk to you."



"Sure you are. If Ellisdoesn't like it, helll let us know," Tony says with an easy, reassuring
grin.

It takes them a long time to unload all the crates, and Tony does his best to draw Pete out as
they work. He finds the guy is married, has seven kids, and is badly in debt. Scott is clearly
paying him well to bring supplies into the stable, and he's not about to jeopardise that by
telling anyone what's going on here.

Tony accidentally drops one of the crates, causing some mild confusion that enables him to
slip his hands into Pete's pockets...to find that he isn't carrying a cell phone. Damn it, maybe
Gibbsisright, and nobody ever brings a phone into this place.

He isn't about to give up though. He glances over to see that Ellis has his eyes closed and is
humming along to a song, and he takes advantage of the moment to go around the front of the
truck and climb up into the open driver's door.

He quickly goes through the glove compartment but there's nothing there except the usual
crap people carry around. Then he sees a little box under the passenger seat. He pulls it out,
and there he finds awallet, some keys, a smart card, and...a cell phone.

"Gotchal" He scoops it out of the box; if he goes fast, he can punch in that number and then
put it back where he found it and leave McGee to do the rest.

"Hey!" Pete appears a the door. Tony glances over to see Ellis opening his eyes at the sound.
Damn it! There's no time to dial the number. "What are you doing?" Pete asks angrily,
reaching for the phone.

"Sokay, Pete." Tony shovesthe cell phone back into the box and pushes it under the seat.
"Just looking for some chocolate, buddy! They don't give us any here, and | missit!"

Pete looks uncertain, but Ellis is coming over so Tony slides out of the truck and grabs the
nearest crate of supplies. He winks at Pete, giving him a pleading look, hoping that the past
couple of hours spent bonding with the guy and listening to al his whining about how his
wife won't give him enough sex means Pete won't say anything to Ellis.

"What's happening?' Ellis demands as Tony hoists the crate away, pretending to work.

"l was just saying to Petethat | wish there was chocolate in these crates!" Tony announces
cheerfully.

Pete gtill looks uncertain, and Tony has an anxious moment waiting to see what he'll do. If he
tells Ellis where he found him and what he found him with, then he's not sure what will
happen. A beating? Worse? He remembers that guy back in the stalls that Ellis had no
compunction about killing. With his broken fingers, he doesn't have much stock around here,
either. How much would Ellis care about putting a bullet through his head?

"There's no chocolate,” Pete says finally, going along with his lie, much to Tony's relief.

Ellis grunts, seemingly accepting the situation. "Y ou done here?' he asks. Pete nods. "Good.
Then fuck off."



Ellis pokes his gun warningly into Tony's back, and Tony watches as Pete retrieves the smart
card from the box in the truck and then goes over to the hangar-sized doors and slips the card
into the lock. The doors open slowly, and Pete returns to the truck, getsin, and backs out of
the stable.

Tony catches a brief glimpse of the outside world before the doors swing shut again. It might
be mid-afternoon in here but it's night out there, and all he can see in the darkness is the
outline of some trees in the distance.

Tony turns back towards Ellis just in time to see the butt of his gun coming hisway. It dams
into his jaw and sends him falling to the floor.

"Don't fucking ask for chocolate again,” Ellis growls.

It's not anywhere near as bad as it could have been, so Tony just rubs the ache out of his jaw.
It was worth it. He's disappointed that he didn't get the chance to make the call — but at least
now he knows where to find a cell phone.

Gibbs glances anxiously towards the door. He hasn't seen Tony for most of the day, and he's
getting more and more worried.

At first, he assumed they were taking Tony to the infirmary for a check-up, but then, when he
didn't come back, he started getting anxious.

He doesn't like that it was Ellis who took Tony out. Of all the guards, Ellis is the one Gibbs
dislikes the most. He has a mean, sadistic streak, and if he's got it into his head to make Tony
his newest victim, then Tony's life won't be worth living.

Gibbs slows down on the treadmill. He can't stay focused on his time; he's too worried about
Tony. Frank set him along run, and usually he'd stay in the moment, forcing himself to
concentrate so he completes on time and avoids punishment. Now his focus is shot to pieces,
his concern about Tony is overriding everything else.

The worry gnaws away at him. He looks up every time the door opens and closes. There
aren't any clocks in the room, but he can see from the various timers on the gym equipment
that several hours have now passed.

Where the hell is Tony? And what are they doing to him? He feels his powerful protective
streak rearing up. Maybe he should just get the hell off the treadmill and go looking for
him...but his survival instinct wars with the protective instinct, telling him what a bad idea
that is. He wouldn't get to the door before the guards tazered him, and then what the hell use
would he be to Tony? He's no use to him here, either though. Just running on the spot while
God knows what is happening to Tony.

Supposing Tony needs him? Should he at least try to get out there and help him, even if it
does mean taking on several armed guards? Supposing Tony's in trouble? Supposing....

The treadmill comes to a stop, making a loud pinging sound, and Frank strides over.



"What the hell, Leroy?' He glances at the display showing the details of the workout. "Thisis
the slowest time you've ever done. What the hell is the matter with you?' His expression
changes, becoming anxious. "Are you ill?"

Gibbs knows just how much Scott's entire operation has riding on him; he can seeit in
Frank's eyes. The wizened little trainer looks genuinely concerned that he might beill. If
Gibbs goes down, then Scott is out of contention to win the tournament, and the money dries
up. It's possible that Frank, Tanner, and all the rest are out of jobs if that happens. Maybe
Scott would sell his stable of fighters rather than keep them all over the down season. Maybe
he can't afford to keep them over the down season unless Gibbs wins.

"Leroy?' Frank's tone has become belligerent. "Christ, even Stuart ran faster than you today.
Y ou're nowhere near the time | set for you. What the hell is wrong with you?'

The door opens, and Gibbs's heart skips a beat as Tony walks into the room. There's adark
new bruise on his jaw amid all the fading yellow ones, and he seems more subdued than
usual, but apart from that he looks fine.

"Leroy!" Frank snaps, slapping his cheek to get his attention. "Y ou've never failed a workout
before. Do | need to call Ellis over?”

Gibbs knows that means a beating for sure, but Frank has never yet had him beaten, and he
thinks the old man has a certain amount of respect for him. Frank also won't want to weaken
him before the next fight; they used to beat him all the time when he was new, and they didn't
think he'd win, but now he's their champion they won't want to handicap him this close to the
next Fight Night.

"Leroy — you'd better fucking answer me, or | will call Ellis over. What the hell is going on?
The past few days you've put in your best ever workouts, and now you just did your worst?
What's happening? What's causing it?"

"Tony," Gibbs answers honestly. He forces himself to tear his gaze way from Tony and look
at Frank instead. "Y ou want me to do well, Frank? Then you make sure Tony is in the room
where | can see him at all times."

"What the fuck?' Frank looks at him, and then over at Tony, and then back at him again.
"Y ou gotta be kidding me, Leroy."

"You ever known me kid you, Frank? Y ou can have Ellis beat me if you like, but it won't
make a damn bit of difference. Y ou asked me why | scored so high before and why | just
scored s0 low, and that's your answer. When Tony's in the room, | score high. When he's not,
| score low. You want me to do well, then just make sure Tony's here, and | will."

Frank looks like he's not sure whether to laugh or punch Gibbs in the face. In the end, he goes
for the former, giving a growling laugh of disbelief, accompanied by a shake of his head.

"Well, I'll be damned. Never took you for asentimental man, Leroy. You in love with that kid
or something?'

"Call it what the hell you like. Just do it," Gibbs says stonily.



Frank gives him an assessing look and then shrugs. "Look, | don't give a fuck about your
love-life. Scott's paying me to make sure you deliver in the pit. If having the kid in the room
helps you do that, then it's no skin off my nose."

"Then tell Ellisand all the other guards. Make sure they know."

He can see Tony walking towards him, and he wantsto go over there, examine that bruise,
and find out what's been done to Tony in the time he's been missing. That protective instinct
rises up again, so strongly that he wants to grow! and lash out at someone.

"Go and tell them now," hetells Frank insistently. "When you're done, I'll be ready to beat
the crap out of the punching bag."

Frank looks startled by histone, and he glances over at Tony and clearly sees his bruised jaw
for the first time. He looks back at Gibbs and his eyes widen as he sees something in his
expression that Gibbs knows he won't ever have seen there before. "I'll go tell them," he says
quietly.

He strides over to Ellis, giving Tony a quizzical ook as he passes him. Gibbs stands there,
forcing himself to wait and let Tony come to him. The last thing he wants is for Tony to freak
out a him for being overbearing the way he did the other day.

"You okay?' he asks softly when Tony reaches him.
Tony gives him one of his big, shiny smiles. "Me? I'm fine."

"No, you're damn well not." Gibbs puts a gentle finger on Tony's bruised jaw, and Tony
winces. "Who did it and why?" Gibbs works hard at keeping the white hot rage down,
channelling the anger away until he can release it safely in the pit on Fight Night.

"Ellis. Because | asked for some chocolate." Tony gives an evasive shrug, and Gibbs knows
that's not the whole story.

The dark wolf inside of himrises, and he turnsto glare at Ellis, wanting to go over there and
tear off his head with his bare hands.

"Gibbs." Tony's fingers fasten around his wrist, gripping tightly.

The dark wolf is hungry, wanting Ellis's blood. He can ailmost taste how good it would feel to
rip into Ellis's flesh with his fists and teeth. The growl rises in histhroat, low and guttural. He
starts to move, feeling his body shift into a predatory prowl, the way it aways does in the pit.

Tony yanks on hiswrist, forcing him to stop. Gibbs stands there, his body quivering, wanting
to be let loose to have his vengeance.

Tony leans in close. "Jethro,” he says, directly into Gibbs's ear. Nobody calls him that here,
but that's not what brings him back; it's the way Tony says his name that does that. There's an
intimacy in his voice that reminds Gibbs immediately of the warmth of Tony's breath on the
back of his neck in the night, and the little whispered words of encouragement he croons in
his ear as he's jerking him off.



The dark wolf disappears, and he finds himself smiling a Tony. It's atight, strained kind of
smile, especially when he sees that bruise again, but it's a smile all the same. Tony returnsiit,
alook of relief flooding into those green eyes.

"Yeah, I'm here," Gibbs says quietly.

"Good —and you're not going to go over there and do anything stupid to Ellis, are you?' Tony
grins, making ajoke of it, but Gibbs can see a shadow of doubt in his eyes all the same.

"Not today," he grunts. "See that punching bag?' Gibbs jerks his head at it, and Tony nods.
"For the next half an hour, that's Ellis," Gibbstells him.

He strides over to meet Frank by the punching bag, leaving Tony behind.

"Isit done?' he demands.

Frank nods. "It's done. Tony will be in the room whenever you train from now on."
"Good."

Frank takes off his jacket and slings it over a nearby chair. "Come on then, Leroy. | wanna
see the difference it makes when Tony's in the room! "

Gibbs doesn't say aword. He just goes over to the punching bag, imagines Ellis's face, and
then smashes punch after punch into it. It hurts his knuckles, and it hurts hiswrists, and soon
the sweat is pouring off him, but he needs to release the anger.

The thoughts from the other night repeat over and over again in his mind as he punches:
"Because Tony belongs to me.. .because Tony belongsto me..."

And Ellis touched him. Gibbs will make him pay for that, one day, just as he'll make them all
pay. Just as he made Hernandez pay for what he did to Shannon and Kelly, and how he's
made countless scumbags pay over the years, during the course of his job. Justice, Gibbs-
style, demands nothing less. But for now, the punching bag will have to do.

It's along time before he's anywhere near spent, but when he looks up some time later, he
sees Tony standing by the chair where Frank slung his jacket. He watches as Tony glances
around to check that nobody is looking and then slips his fingers into the jacket pockets.

Gibbs fights down awave of fury and forces himself to strike up a conversation with Frank in
order to cover for Tony, histemper at boiling point again. Damn it! It's hard enough trying to
keep Tony safe asit is, and Tony sure as hell isn't helping.

The day's training session is soon over and after wolfing down his dinner he prowls angrily
back to their stall, still fuming.

As soon as the door is slammed shut behind them, he turns on Tony.

"What the hell did you think you were playing at, you damn idiot?' heroars. "I saw you back
there, fishing around in Frank's pockets! I've told you, you won't find a cell phone. None of



them brings a cell phone in here — not Frank, not the guards, and not Tanner. When the hell
are you going to start listening to me?

"l listen." Tony shrugs.

"But you don't believe me —isthat it? Y ou've been here afew days, and you think you know
better than me how it works around here?’

"No. What | think isthat you've given up, and | don't blame you for that, but I'm not going to
give up. | ill want to be rescued.”

"And you think | dont?'

Tony gazes at him thoughtfully. "1've watched you training, Gibbs, and I've seen you in the
pit. It's like you've found your spiritual home here."

"What the hell is that supposed to mean?'

"How much do you really want to escape, Gibbs?' Tony asks, one eyebrow raised. "Oh, sure,
you don't like it here. Y ou don't like them telling you what to do, ordering you around,
deciding what you eat and when you can piss..."

"Damn straight 1..."

"But you like the fighting."

Gibbs rocks back on his heels. "That so, Tony?"

Tony nods, slowly. "Yes, | think it is. When Hurrell told me you'd gone native, | didn't
believe him, but now I'm not so sure. See, there's a hunger inside you, Gibbs. It wasthere at
NCIStoo, only you didn't have the opportunity feed it so much.”

"You're saying I'd choose this life?" Gibbs asks incredulously.

"No, | don't think you'd choose this life," Tony says musingly. "I think you'd accept your
freedom if it was offered to you, but maybe you won't go after it very hard because there's
some part of you that gets fed out there in the pit every week. Some part of you enjoysiit, is
consumed by it, and wants to taste what the pit has to offer.”

"Which is?'

"A place to lose control and give into all that anger you've got inside," Tony replies, his eyes
hard and serious. "Y ou're an angry man, Gibbs. Y ou've been angry since the day | first met
you, and in the pit you get a chanceto let that anger out, to really let rip, and to do it in away
nobody can blame you for because you have no choice.”

Gibbs crosses his arms across his chest and gazes at Tony stonily. "Y ou done, DiNozzo?'

"No." Tony gives aswift, apologetic smile. Only Tony could hammer away at him this hard
while still smiling; it's classic DiNozzo. "Y ou want to win, Gibbs. Y ou want to win every



fight, and you want to win this entire tournament and be crowned their champion. Y ou want
to go up against Mac in the final — you're itching for that. Y ou want to crush the hardest
opponent they can throw at you. Y ou want to feel invincible, to experience the rush and the
adrenaline surge of being out there, pounding your fist into someone's flesh. It makes you feel
alive, Gibbs."

Gibbs fights down the rising tide of his own temper. "Oh, you're definitely done now,
DiNozzo."

"No, I'm not. See, | understand — the drugs, the relentless routine of this place, the whippings,
the training, the constant supervision — they've worn you out, and you've had to shut down
parts of yourself to survive. | get it." Tony leans forward, his eyes shining with intensity. "But
the Gibbs | knew wouldn't sit back and wait the season out on the off-chance that he'll get
moved somewhere nice afterwards! Were you hoping for a pool and some servants maybe,
Gibbs? Do you think that's what Scott's gonna give you if you win?'

"Y ou don't know shit, Tony," Gibbs says stiffly.

"Maybe not, but how do you see this ending? Because after this season, assuming you win,
therell be another one, and another one, until one day you lose — and then they'll they take
you out back and put you down, like a dog that's served its master well but is no longer fit for
purpose.”

Gibbs leans back against the wall, the anger fading into something cold and hard inside.
"That really what you think of me, Tony?"

"No! That's the whole damn point! The Gibbs | know is till in there somewhere — I'm sure of
it. | just want find him and bring him back."

"WEell, the DiNozzo | know is sure as hell the one standing in front of me right now; the one
with the half-assed plan to get in here and no damn plan for getting out again. Y ou thought
you'd just come in here and wing it as usual, didn't ya, Tony? Flash the smile around, steal a
cell phone, and hey presto! We're free!"

A flushrisesto Tony's face and a guilty look creeps into his eyes, and Gibbs knows he's hit a
nerve.

"Then when all thisis over, and you've played the hero and milked it for al it's worth, then
you can go back out to your nice, easy life, screwing whatever piece of skirt catches your eye
because you can't commit to anyone or anything," he adds savagely.

"I committed to you,” Tony says quietly.

"What?'

"|'ve been working for you at NCIS for ten years now. Never worked any place longer than
two before you came along. And let me tell you, you're a damn difficult bastard to work for,

but | stuck it out al thistime. | even turned down the chance to lead my own team because |
thought, idiot that | am, that you might actually need me."



"Then why the hell did you stay?' Gibbs growls. "If it was so damn tough, and you could
have done so damn well without me, sunning yourself in Rota, looking at al the pretty girls
in bikinis on the beach; why the hell stay in DC with this ‘damn difficult bastard'?'

"Why the hell do you think?"

"I don't know!" Gibbs yells, exasperated. "Y ou seem to feel I've fucked up your life and
ruined your career, but you could have left whenever you wanted. | never damn well made
you stay!"

They're silent for amoment, glaring at each other resentfully across the stall, chests heaving.

"Look," Tony says eventually, spreading his arms wide in a gesture of peace-making. "If we
can just find a cell phone..."

"A cell phone, DiNozzo? Really? That's your answer to this? Y ou had five damn months and
acell phone is the best you could come up with? Couldn't Abby inject you with a GPS
tracking device, or McGee cook up some gizmo, or couldn't you at least have come up with
some plan better than a cell phone?' His voice drips sarcasm.

Tony's face is pinched and miserable. "We tried," he says wearily. "We tried, Gibbs. We
experimented with everything we could lay our hands on; every piece of high-tech equipment
| could beg, borrow, requisition or just plain steal from the military. But it's all detectable. If
Abby put atracker under my skin, they'd easily be able to pick it up. You can't make
something that McGee can trace hundreds of miles away, but is invisible to the guys with
guns standing next to you. It just doesn't exist yet. Not that | could find anyway."

Gibbs shakes his head in disbelief. "Even if you got your hands on a cell phone, then what,
Tony? Y ou have to dial the number, put the phone back, and hope nobody saw you. If
whoever you stole it from figures out what you've done, then Scott just picks this place up
and moves us all somewhere else. He's done it before. He can have the fighters out of herein
five minutes flat, and the rest packs up and follows on later. Y ou don't know where we are, or
how long it would take McGee to get here. It's alousy fucking plan, DiNozzo!"

"] know that! | knew that when | came in here, damn it!"
"Then why the hell...?"

"Because | had to find you! Even if | couldn't get you out, | needed you to know that we
hadn't forgotten you. That | hadn't forgotten you! | needed you to know that we were onit,
Boss; that we were looking for you and had been all these months, and that nobody had given
up on you."

Gibbs bites back the cutting retort that's on his lips. There's something desperate about the
way Tony is looking at him right now, and, as his words sink in, Gibbs feels himself calming
down.

"Okay, Tony. | get it," he says wearily. And he's glad Tony's here; he hopes Tony knows that
because he's sure as hell not going to tell him.



"And | have to find a cell phone because | came here to get you out,” Tony adds fiercely.
"And | intend to do that, Gibbs. | came here to rescue you, not rot in here with you. 1 will find
acell phone, and | will get you out of here."

"| aready told you, none of the guards..."

"And | believe you, but that doesn't mean there isn't another cell phone in this place! Listen,
Gibbs, they made me unload supplies from the truck this afternoon, and | got talking to the
guy who drivesit, and..."

"His name's Peter Papadakis, but his friends call him Pete," Gibbs interrupts. "He's Greek; his
dad's called Jimmy; he's got seven kids, and he's always whining that his wife won't give him
enough sex, although maybe with all those kids they should have less.”

Tony islooking a him, an astonished expression on his face.

"What? Y ou think | haven't scoped this place out? Y ou think | don't know it inside out,
DiNozzo?'

"But you don't know the best bit!" Tony says excitedly. "See, he's got this little tin he keeps
under the passenger seat of histruck and inside..."

"He keeps hiswallet, a set of keys, the smart card that opens the main doors, and his cell
phone. Yes, Tony, | know," Gibbs says wearily.

Tony looks like a puppy that's had its favourite toy taken away. "Y ou know?"

"Yeah. | know." Gibbs shrugs. "Like | said, you've been here afew days, but I've been here
five months. Y ou seriously think | haven't found out every single thing about this place?’

"Then why won't you try to escape?"

"Because there IS no escape. That's what you need to understand, Tony. There is no way out.
Believe me, | know — I've been looking for it for long enough.”

Tony sighs and slumps back against the opposite wall. "Of course you have. | should have
known that. And | should have known you knew all this already. I've been an idiot."

"Wouldn't want you any other way." Gibbs flashes him a grin. "So, no more fishing around
for cell phones in people's pockets — yes?

"Oh, | wasn't looking for a cell phone in Frank's jacket!" It's Tony's turn to grin now.
"Then what...?"'

"I was looking for this!" Tony turns his hand palm up to reveal a small bottle of the oil Frank
carries around to rub into his fighters muscles when they get tight.

"Why the hell did you want that?'



"Because | only ever see Frank pounding away at you, digging in, or doing that weird
Swedish choppy stuff." Tony makes sawing motions with his hands. "And | wanted to do
something different.” He opens the top of the bottle and takes a cautious smell, wrinkling up
his nose. "Okay, so it's not exactly the nicest scent in the world, but it's oily, and that's the
main thing."

Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

"They treat you like a piece of meat,” Tony explains. "Prime steak admittedly in your case,
but still like something to hammer into shape for the pit. To them you're just the wolfman,
their prize pit asset, but never Leroy Jethro Gibbs, areal person. They view you as someone
who lines their pockets — an object to be shaped, and trained, and kicked around to do what
they want. They don't see you."

Gibbs stares at him, speechless. Tony bites on his lip anxiously.

"Okay, so maybe | am an idiot, but | wanted to give you a massage, Gibbs!"

"A massage?' Gibbs repeats blankly.

"Yes!" Tony says defiantly. "Not like the ones Frank gives you. Not a sports massage —
something nicer. Nobody's ever nice to you in here, Gibbs! | look at you and think about what
you've been through, and | figure that after five months of being kicked repeatedly it'd feel
good to be stroked for a change instead."

Gibbs stands there, staring at him, completely astonished. Histhroat hurts alittle, and he isn't
sure why. He turns away, so Tony won't see him blinking the wetness out of his eyes.

"Gibbs?' Tony says softly behind him.

"Yeah, Tony." Gibbs clears his throat, getting himself under control, and then turns back
again.

"Isit okay? Will you let me?"
"Y ou've only got one hand," Gibbs points out.

Tony grins. "So? There'salot | can do with one hand.” He waggles his eyebrows. "Trust me!
My one hand is very talented!"

Gibbs gives a little grunt of laughter. "Okay, Tony. Let's see what you and your very talented
hand can do."

He lies face down on his mattress and watches warily as Tony pours a small amount of the oil
into his good hand and then rubs it against the palm of his other hand, just beneath the
bandage.

"Where the hell were you hiding that stuff anyway?" Gibbs asks. Tony might be a pretty
good pick-pocket, but without clothes there's no place to conceal his ill-gotten gains.



Tony waggles his eyebrows again. "Y ou don't wanna know! Now be quiet and let the maestro
work!"

Tony kneels astride Gibbs's back and gently places his oiled hands on Gibbs's shoulders. The
fingers of his broken hand are covered in a now grubby bandage, but he can use the palm of
the hand well enough.

The oil smells of something herbal — and not a particularly nice herb, either — but it'sall he's
got to work with, so he's going to make the best of it.

Gibbs's shoulders are as hard as iron. The muscles have been over-worked for months, and
that, combined with the stress of the place, has created a solid knot across Gibbs's back.

Tony gently soothes his fingers across the surface of the skin, gliding back and forth.

At first, Gibbs is stiff and resistant, but Tony expected that. He knows it will take him some
time to just give in and go with it. Tony suspects that Gibbs isn't the kind of man who has
ever received a massage for the simple pleasure of it, and he wants to give him that. He wants
to take Gibbs out of this nightmare world, even if only for a short time, and make him float.

Tony lovestrailing his fingers over Gibbs's skin, sinking in more firmly wherever he finds a
knot, and gently easing it out. There's something incredibly satisfying about making a man as
intense and focused as Gibbs zone oui.

It takes a little while, but Gibbs slowly startsto relax. Tony notices that if he pressestoo hard
then Gibbs's muscles remain rigid, but if he's patient, persistent, and gentle, they gradually
start to soften.

Tony finds one persistent knot and rubs away at it gently for along time until Gibbs gives a
little grunt, and Tony feels something pop and release.

"Y ou got any qualifications for this, DiNozzo?" Gibbs demands lazily.

Tony laughs. "Only dozens of satisfied customers in the bedroom, Boss," he replies
flippantly. Gibbs's shoulders tense immediately, and Tony can actually feel the rage boiling
up inside him. What the hell isthat about?

It takes him several minutes to soothe Gibbs's muscles back to the relaxed state they were in
before, but Tony wasn't lying about his lovers. One of the things he's always enjoyed most
about sex is the sensuality of the act.

He learned how to give good massages in college, with a fuck buddy who was team
guarterback and always had musclesthat felt like solid brick. Then there was the girlfriend in
Peoria, who just loved having gently heated oil trailed over her back and buttocks and rubbed
in. Tony learned to massage out of the sheer sensual joy of touch, and he's damn good &t it,
one handed or not.



Tony moves up to Gibbs's scalp and concentrates his attention on that, easing away the
tension with firm sweeps of his fingertips. Gibbs's hair has been cropped close to his head,
only silver-grey stubble covering the smooth, bare skin, and Tony loves the sensation of that
closely cropped hair under his hands. He massages Gibbs's scalp for several long minutes,
before moving further down.

Gibbs's body is marked with a network of scars, old and new, telling the story of a long life,
lived hard. Tony finds the top of arecent long whip scar and gently maps it from shoulder to
hip. When he finishes with that one, he finds another and traces it back up again, with a
feather light touch.

Beneath him, Gibbs relaxes even more, his body sinking into the mattress. Tony circles a
dark, crescent-shaped scar on Gibbs's shoulder. It's recent; maybe an injury he got in the pit.

"Bite. Third Fight Night,” Gibbs mumbles into his pillow, as if reading his mind. "Bastard
sank his teeth right in."

Tony gently soothes his fingers into the scar, acknowledging it, and then moves on.

He finds an old, white, scar on Gibbs's side, just beneath hisribs. He lingers there for a few
seconds, examining the jagged edges.

"Stabbed. On acase. Russia," Gibbs mutters. "Stupid. Shoulda seen it coming.”

Tony glides his fingers up alittle way and dips them into an old bullet wound on Gibbs's
shoulder. He knows how this one happened.

"Ari," Gibbs growls, stiffening.
"Yeah, | know. | wasthere."

Tony trails his fingers over it, soothing it, and Gibbs slowly relaxes again. Tony isn't sure if
Gibbs will be comfortable with his ass being caressed, so he skips that and goes lower. He
finds atiny, puckered scar on Gibbs's thigh and recognizes it as another bullet wound.

"Colombia. Black ops," Gibbs says quietly. "Got afever with that one. Nearly died.”

Tony slides down Gibbs's legs and finds a twisted scar on the back of his knee that twines all
the way around to the front. Thisoneisold. Very old. He kneads it gently with his fingers,
and this time Gibbs says nothing, but his muscles tighten. This scar still clearly hurts; not
physically —it's too old for that — but it marks awound that goes far deeper than flesh.

Tony spends awhile easing away at it, knowing that Gibbs still gets stiffness in the knee.
Gibbs has always walked with a slight limp, and now he's up close Tony can see why. It'sa
nasty scar; this must have been aterrible injury once, along time ago.

He doesn't ask for an explanation; he just works at it with careful swirls of his fingertips,
taking his time, soothing the slightly twisted muscle under the skin.



He's so lost in the task that he's almost taken by surprise when Gibbs suddenly gives a deep,
exhausted sigh, and his body relaxes almost visibly beneath him. It's as if something inside
him has surrendered, making his body completely loose and pliant.

Tony feels as if he's been given permission, and now, as his fingers trail upwards again, he's
more daring. He places his hands gently on Gibbs's taut buttocks and leaves them there for a
second, motionless, to see if Gibbs objects. When no objection is forthcoming, he moves his
hands across the globes of flesh, circling gently. Gibbs's ass is perfectly round, the skin pale
and firm benesath his fingertips. Tony works it for several minutes, allowing his fingersto
soothe and caress, but nothing more.

Gibbs now looks as relaxed as Tony's ever seen him. His face is angled to one side, his mouth
is slightly open, and his breathing is deep and even.

Tony has a sudden vivid mental image of Gibbs as an old grey wolf, strong, wily, and
powerful, muscles rippling under the surface of his fur. Right now, Tony has the wolf eating
out of his hand, dozing lazily under his fingertips, but he doesn't think for a second that the
wolf has been tamed. It's ill there, just beneath the surface, biding its time.

Tony smiles and continues trailing his fingers over Gibbs's now thoroughly oiled skin,
pouring a decade's unspoken devotion into the task. Y ears of unrequited love are in his
fingertips as he gives himself up to it completely.

Gibbs might be a difficult, ornery bastard, but he's always been the only man Tony ever
loved, and he wantsto offer all that love to him now, without asking for anything in return.
He imbues every caress with aloving tenderness, but there is nothing sexual about his
devotions. He wants only to give, not take. He works hard for a very long time, smoothing,
gentling and swirling, losing himself completely in his task.

He isn't sure how much time has passed when his aching fingers finally come to a halt of
their own accord. Gibbs looks boneless and completely at rest beneath him. Relaxation has
softened his features, making him look more like a cub than a grizzled old wolf.

Tony lies down beside him and pulls Gibbs into his arms. Gibbs comes without a murmur,
and Tony holds him close, enjoying the warmth of his oiled skin seeping into him.

"There's something |'ve been meaning to tell you," he whispersin the dark.
Gibbs moves his head. "Mmm, whassat?' he mutters, clearly half asleep.

Tony smiles and holds him tight. "Never mind. | think | just did."

*

Gibbs wakes up the following morning feeling well-rested for the first time in five months.
He's never slept through the entire night before. This place istoo noisy, with the sounds of
the fighters in other stalls fucking or arguing, and the sound of the guard in the hallway

patrolling up and down, or, sometimes, the sound of Ellis's radio blaring out all night long.

None of that seemed to matter last night, and he slept the night through without waking once.



"Y ou missed your calling, DiN0zzo," he says, rolling his shoulders experimentally and
finding them loose and relaxed. " Should have been a massage therapist instead of an NCIS
agent."

Tony gazes at him for along moment from narrowed eyes — and then he grins. "You're
welcome, Boss. And next time a simple ‘thank you' will do."

Gibbs gives a grunt of laughter, but mainly he's just pleased that there's going to be a next
time.

It'sthe day before the fight, and, as usual, tensions are running high. Gibbs putsin his best
performance of the week in training, and Frank is happy with him.

"You're the best you've ever been," Frank says approvingly as he tapes his knuckles for a
practice fight in thering. "Like a sleek fighting machine. My pit bull terrier. I'm proud of ya,
Leroy. You're the best fighter I've ever trained, and I'll retire a happy man when you bring
home the title."

"There's atitle?' Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

"Figure of speech.” Frank shrugs. "But you've made me a hell of alot of money, Leroy. | did
good with you."

"You ever feel bad about that?" Gibbs asks. "I'm not here by choice, Frank."

Frank laughs. "Oh, Leroy, nobody could fight like you do in the pit and not want to be there.
It's your home, lad." He pats Gibbs's arm, till chuckling away to himself, and Gibbs
remembers how Tony said something very similar to him last night.

"The competition only gets tougher from here on in,” Frank tells him. "But | think you'll
relish that, Leroy. You won't lose. It's not in you to lose. I've trained a few fightersin my
time, but you're the only one I've met who really getsit. You understand what it meansto let
go in the pit, to fight with your head, and your heart, and your entire soul, and to give it
everything you have."

Gibbs thinks about how it feels when he's standing in the holding pen on the edge of the pit
just before afight, the scent of sawdust in his nostrils and the anger rising up inside, ready to
be unleashed. He can feel the sense of exhilaration and anticipation, and he knows that Tony
and Frank are both right; a part of him does love it out there.

"What will happen to Tony?" he asks. "He's not fighting tomorrow."

"Then he'll stay behind." Frank shrugs. "That's what usually happens with the injured lads.
Y ou've been here long enough to know that, Leroy."

Gibbs doesn't like the idea of Tony being out of his sight. Who knows what might happen
when he's not here? It's not as if he can protect Tony even when they are together, but at least
he doesn't have to fret about what's happening to him. Frank doesn't have the power to bring
Tony along with them to the fight. That's down to Scott, and Gibbs doubts he'll even see his
owner before the fight, let alone get a chance to ask him for a favour.



"Someone stole something from me yesterday, Leroy," Frank says, giving him a searching
look.

"That s0?'

"Y eah, someone stole that little bottle of my special oil, right out of my pocket. Who d'you
think did that?"

"No idea." Gibbs gazes at him blankly.

Frank leans in close and sniffs his skin. "I think that boy of yours is looking out for you,
Leroy, same as you're looking out for him."

Gibbs shrugs, keeping his face deliberately expressionless.

Frank givesa little grunt. "I could call Ellis over, have your stall searched — stealing earns an
automatic whipping, Leroy."

"I know. Buit like you said, Frank, I'm in the best shape I've ever been, and you get to take all
the credit for that." Gibbs gives him a conspiratorial little grin.

Frank's beady dark eyes gleam with amusement. "Just as long as the cold-hearted killer in
you doesn't go al soft and mushy over that boy, because we need our wolfman hard and
hungry in the pit."

"Soft and mushy? Me?" Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

Frank laughs out loud. "Oh — and tell Tony he doesn't have to steal oil to make things go nice
and easy when you fuck him. Tanner will hand out lube if you ask nicely."

Gibbs doesn't get a chance to correct Frank's misunderstanding of why Tony's stole the il
because at that moment a scuffle breaks out on the other side of the room. Greg and Mait,
usually the best of friends, are snarling at each other and trading blows.

Ellis strides over there, pulling his whip out of his belt as he walks. His usual tactic for
breaking up a brawl isto whip al the fighters involved until they stop. It's brutal but
effective. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, Tony jumps between the fighting men. Gibbs pulls
away from where Frank is taping his knuckles and runs over there, Frank hard on his heels.

Tony istrying to get between the two men and break up the fight, but Gibbs can see he's just
going to get caught in the crossfire when Ellis starts throwing that whip around. He grabs
Frank's arm.

"If Tony gets whipped, | won't be happy,” he growls.
Frank makes a sucking sound through his teeth, giving Gibbs an angry look, but he steps up

all the same. He goes over to Ellis and grabs hiswrist just as he's about to bring the whip
down on the fighting men.



It buys them a little time. Gibbs manages to haul Matt off Greg, while Tony wrestles Greg
away to one side, and the scuffle is over. Looking back over his shoulder, Gibbs sees Ellis
shooting Tony avicious glare, and he's suddenly aware that in his effortsto keep Tony safe
he might just have painted a very big target on his back.

*

Tony wraps an arm around Greg's shoulder and forces him away into one corner.

"What the hell was that about, buddy?" he asks, crouching in front of the angrily trembling
man. "You and Matt are friends— you share astall.” And they're fuck-buddies too — everyone
knows that. Tony's heard them, night after night — Greg isn't exactly quiet during sex.

"He's afucking bastard! | want to fucking kill him!" Greg growls, wrapping his arms around
his body and rocking to and fro.

"No you don't, buddy,” Tony says quietly.

Greg beginsto calm down, taking several deep breaths. He looks up and meets Tony's eye,
still rocking slightly. "It's Fight Night tomorrow, and everyone knows Matt is one of the
weaker fighters. | wasjust trying to get him to train harder, so he'll be stronger, but he's a lazy
shit, and the trainers don't care because he's never gonna win them any money."

"Well, that's Matt's look out,” Tony tells him. "Y ou can't make him train harder if he doesn't
want to."

"But | want himto." Greg's mood breaks, and he slumps down pathetically. " Supposing he
loses, Tony? Supposing he doesn't come back? What the hell will I do then?"

Tony understands that in this hothouse environment these men cometo rely on the
friendships they've made with each other. They might have been pushed together by
circumstances, but they'll cling to anyone who can help them get through this nightmare.
Only Gibbs seems immune and has chosen to navigate these dark waters alone. But then only
Gibbs is strong enough mentally to do that. Everyone else is more...human.

"You can't think like that, Greg,” Tony tells him. "It'sout of your hands. If it happens it
happens. Y ou've got to concentrate on winning your own fight. That's the only thing that IS
in your hands."

He talks to Greg for along time, telling him jokes, discussing movies, and gradually Greg's
dark mood subsides. Eventually he gets up. "Thanks, Tony. I'm...gonnajust..." He walks off
in Matt's direction, and a few minutes later Tony seems them hugging each other, foreheads
pressed together. He has no idea how these men handle the stress of the sudden, enforced
separations that losing a fight inflicts on them, but he hopes these two don't have to, and that
they both win their fights.

Sam Hurrell comes over to him. "Shit, this place messes with your head,” Tony saysto him
with asigh, still watching Matt and Greg.



"It's Fight Night tomorrow. It aways gets tense the day before." Hurrell sits down beside
him. "How's it going with Gibbs? Y ou getting anywhere?'

Tony shrugs. "One step forward, two steps back, but 1'm getting there. | think."
"Is he going to help with an escape?’ Hurrell wraps his arms around his knees.
"No." Tony shakes his head. "I don't think so, Sam. It's like he's given up.”

"Or he enjoys the pit too much to try."

Tony looks over a where Gibbs is sparring with Frank. "Maybe. | don't know. | think maybe
there's something else going on too."

"But he won't tell you?'

"Not yet, no. It's been five months, Sam. He trusts me, but he's always been close-mouthed at
the best of times, and these are definitely not the best of times. He's struggling with
something — | know that much."

"| feel that too," Hurrell says. "It's like there's something big going on inside him, and he
doesn't know which way it'll end up going. | call it his two wolves."

"Two wolves?' Tony raises an eyebrow.

"There's agood one and a bad one, a light one and a dark one, both fighting inside him.
Question is, which one'll win?'

"The light wolf," Tony says, without hesitation.
"Y ou have that much faith in him?"

"I've known him along time, and | know that dark wolf well. I've seen it, and in all honesty it
gives him his edge and it's what makes him so good at his job. He's always been able to
control it though — the light wolf always makes sure of that."

"Even here? With all the drugs, and the training, and the beatings, and the pit? Seemsto me
this place just feeds the dark wolf constantly, and the light one doesn't even get scraps.”

"That's where you're wrong." Tony smiles at him, remembering the previous night. "The light
wolf is the underdog in this fight, yes, but it's getting fed. I'm seeing to that."

Hasn't that always been his job where Gibbs is concerned? Back at NCIS, he always saw his
job role asrelieving the tension and teasing a smile out of Gibbs to keep the team's mood
from getting too intense. This particular battle has been playing out for a very long time, and
Tony thinks Gibbs needs both wolves in equal measure. He's seen the light wolf too, as well
as the dark. He's seen Gibbs rescue those in need, look after small children with infinite care
and patience, and get justice even when it costs him dear. The light wolf is equally as strong
asthe dark one; Tony just needs to remind him of that.



"Look, Tony, | wanted to talk to you...about Jan," Hurrell says, aflushrising to his cheeks.
"See, if | lose tomorrow then | won't be coming back here, and | won't have a chance to ask
you again."

"Y ou won't lose tomorrow, Sam," Tony says firmly.

"I might. | did aterrible thing last week, Tony. I...1 lost it. After Steve waskilled, | went a bit
crazy, and | beat up on that guy in the pit so bad that | don't think he survived. He came back
in the truck with us, but | never saw him again after that. | think he was too badly hurt, and
they shot him."

"They didn't shoot him, Sam. | saw him yesterday; he's in one of the stalls." Tony hesitates,
but he figures Hurrell would rather know the truth than be lied to, however kind the lie. "He's
not doing too good, but he's still alive.”

"Shit." Hurrell buries his face in his hands. "I've never lot it like that in the pit before. | can't
channel it and control it like Gibbs. I've never given into it like that. That poor bastard; none
of thiswas his fault. He just got caught in the fallout.”

"It's not your fault either, Sam.”

"Yes, it is." Hurrell looks him full on, squaring his shoulders. "It is, Tony. | let myself down
out there. And...l guess...thisis my own struggle and my own two wolves." He gives awry
little smile. "I love Jan, Tony, but I've always known I'm weaker than her. She's one hell of a
strong woman — to be honest, I've always wondered what she saw in me."

"She loves you, Sam," Tony says gently.

"I know. But even back when we were first married, | wondered what this amazing woman
was doing with me. | know myself, Tony. | know my own weaknesses. Jan's like Gibbs — |
recognized that in him the minute | first met him, and that's why he pisses me off so much, |
think. They both have this sense of themselves, this certainty. Whatever happens to them, no
matter how much they go through, they never lose that. And I'm not like that."

He rests his chin on his hands and looks across the gym sadly.

"Most of usaren't, Sam." Tony sighs. "Jan and Gibbs — they're the special ones. There aren't
many like that out there. | saw it in her too. She never gave up on you; she's been fighting
tooth and nail to find you."

"And meanwhile, I'm sleeping with random guys because | can't face being alone at night. |
want to be held, Tony, even if it's only for a short time, and by some guy | barely know,
because it makes me feel a bit less lonely.”

"Look, I'm hardly anyone's idea of arelationship counsellor with my fucked up track record,
but Jan loves you for who you are, Sam. She knows you're doing whatever you can just to get
by, so you can go home to her. She'd be glad you're doing that because it means that one day
she'll get you back.”

"Maybe." Hurrell sounds unconvinced.



"No maybe about it." Tony gives Hurrell's shoulder afirm pat. "Jan's a pragmatist — like
Gibbs. If sleeping with the guys in here keeps you sane and helps you survive, then she won't
judge you for it."

Hurrell gives a slow, thoughtful nod. "We tried for kids for years,” he says quietly, staring off
into space. "She miscarried so many times, but it never broke her. | think it broke me allittle,
but it never broke her, despite all she went through. We gave up a couple of years ago — it
was just too painful — but Jan being Jan, she made the best of it and went out and bought
some puppies. Those dogs are like her kids now."

Heturnsto look a Tony. "Tell me about her, Tony. Tell me everything. How she looked,
what she was wearing. How is she holding up? What did she say about me? And how are the
dogs? | want to hear it al, eveniif it hurts. | don't want to go out into that pit tomorrow
knowing | didn't ask you because | wastoo much of a coward.”

Tony puts a hand on his shoulder and squeezes, and then he tells Hurrell every single thing he
can remember about his wife.

Later that night he leans in close, rests his chin on Gibbs's shoulder, and reaches down
towards his cock without asking, for the first time. Gibbs isn't even hard, but his cock springs
to life under Tony's fingers. He takes his time with it, giving the best damn hand job he can,
and soon Gibbs is panting, his skin damp with sweat as he thrustsinto Tony's hand.

"What the hell was that about?' Gibbs asks when he's done.

"Fight Night," Tony replies. "Y ou're going into the pit tomorrow, Gibbs. Who knows what'll
happen?'

"l do." Gibbs turns over to look at him, his eyes gleaming fiercely. "I'll fight someone, win,
and come back again. That's what'll happen, Tony. That's what always happens.”

"Are you sure you'll win?"

"Yes." It'ssaid in afirm, flat tone. "I'll win."
"Because you refuse to lose?

"Yes."

"Isit realy that smple?’

"No, it's damn well hard, but it iswhat will happen.”

Tony's known Gibbs for ten years now, and he has no reason to doubt that Gibbs is right.
He'd definitely never bet against him.

All the same, the tension in the air around them is electric. Along the hallway he can hear
Greg and Matt fucking like there's no tomorrow. And someone else is sobbing into his pillow
in another stall; he thinks it might be Sam, but maybe it's Stuart. It's hard to tell. How does



anyone stand this kind of tension, week in, week out? It's aliving hell, and only the strongest
survive.

Tony puts his hand on Gibbs's hip and nestles in, wanting to be as close to the man as
possible, because who knows what tomorrow will bring?

*

Fight Night. They call it that because it's always dark when they're made to fight out therein
the pit, even though in the artificial environment of the stable, it's day to them.

Gibbs wakes up with the usual pre-fight jittersin his belly. He can handle them. He's fought
in wars and taken down suspects in his job. He's used to handling his own adrenaline. Most of
the other fighters don't have that kind of experience and it affects them much more.

It'sthe usual jittery atmosphere as they are herded along to the showers. Tony istaking to
him, cracking jokes, and Gibbs tries to tune him out. He needs to get into his fighting
headspace, but it's harder than usual. He feels more relaxed, his shoulders loose and open,
and, thanks to Tony, he's got to know these guys in the showers with him. He knows their
names and the jobs they used to do. He's seen a glimpse of their hopes and fears, and Christ,
he even knows their favourite pizza toppings. It's hard not to care about their fate in the pit
today. It's hard to block out their anxiety and their nerves and get into the headspace he needs
to be in for fighting.

He's also worried about Tony. Which guard will stay behind to keep an eye on Tony and the
other fighter —the injured one Tony saw yesterday? If it's McGuire, it'll be okay. But if it's
Ellis...Gibbs doesn't trust Ellis. The man has avicious, bullying streak, and there's no love
lost between him and Gibbs.

Gibbs can still remember how it felt to be chained up while Ellis whipped him until he bled —
and enjoyed it. Ellis doesn't like him because of his slow, insolent responses to every order
they give him, and he's frustrated because he doesn't get to whip him anymore, either, now
that he's so successful in the pit. Ellis wouldn't last five minutes in the pit with him, and he
knows it. That's why he wants to assert his superiority over Gibbs all the time, to prove that
he's the better, stronger, harder man, even though they both know it isn't true.

After breakfast, they're herded into the big, hangar-sized room where the truck is waiting for
them.

"Good luck," Tony whispersin his ear as McGuire attaches the travelling chainsto hiswrists
and ankles. Then he's shoved into the truck and chained in place. He can see Tony standing
out there, through the open back door of the truck, while the other fighters are chained up
around him.

Then only Tony is left. The guards who are accompanying them to Fight Night jump into the
back of thetruck...and Ellisisn't among them. Gibbs cranes his head, and his heart sinks as
he sees Ellis standing beside Tony with a scowl on his face, clearly annoyed to be missing the
excitement of Fight Night.



The door is swung shut, and the last Gibbs sees of Tony is him winking and making a thumbs
up sign at himwith his good hand while Ellis shoves him away with the butt of his gun.

Gibbs closes his eyes and tries to block out his anxiety. He will come back. Thereis
absolutely no question about that. He just hopes that while he's gone Ellis doesn't do anything
to hurt Tony because he doesn't know what he'll do if that happens.

The drive to the venue isn't aslong this week. They get there early, in time to see some of
Walid's workmen as they finish setting up the bleachers, temporary toilets, vending areas, and
all the other paraphernalia that goes with Fight Night.

It'sraining, but that's not important; Fight Night has never been cancelled, no matter what the
weather.

They're herded into the usual holding pen, and Gibbs puts his head back and catches the
rainwater in his mouth like a child. It's the only time he gets to be outside, to breathe fresh air
and feel the wind on his face, and he relishes it, even if it is pouring with rain.

The crowd starts to arrive. Some come in chauffeured limousines while others show up on the
backs of Harleys. Gibbs wonders how Walid found these people and what kind of an
underground communication network must exist to spread the word of where the fights will
be held each week. They are often at different venues, but always on a big patch of open
ground. He suspectsthe grounds are private — belonging to Walid and some of the other
wealthy players who own stables and field fighters. Maybe they take it in turns to be the host
for the night's entertainment.

One thing Gibbs does know is that the fights are popular; the bleachers are always packed.
These people love this cruel sport and show up week after week to enjoy the obscene
spectacle of kidnapped men fighting for their lives out in the pit.

Gibbstriesto get into his pre-fight headspace, but every time he closes his eyes he finds
himself wondering what's happening to Tony back at the stable. He's never known Ellis to
show any interest in the fighters sexually, but the man does love his whip, and he has Tony's
life in his hands right now.

"Damn it!" Gibbs opens his eyes, unable to concentrate.

"Problem?’ Hurrell asks, coming over to sit beside him.

"Tony. You think he's okay?"

Hurrell looks surprised by the question. "He'san NCIS agent. I'm a Marine. You're a Marine
*and* an NCI S agent. He's as okay as you or me."

"So not very," Gibbs grunts.

"None of usissafe. You know that. We all live on aknife's edge. Thistime last week Steve
was alive, and | never saw his death coming."

"Not helping,” Gibbs grinds out.



"Sorry. Tony will be fine. He looks like the kind of man who has nine lives."

"Yeah." Gibbs nods, remembering dozens of dangerous situations that Tony somehow
emerged from unscathed. "Hell, he once had the plague, and there was just afifteen per cent
chance of survival, but he made it."

"There you go then. And if anyone can talk hisway out of a difficult situation, it's him."
Hurrell grins. "Bet it's been fun having him around at NCIS all these years."

Gibbs has a sudden flash of a dozen different memories at once, all jumbled up and out of
sequence; Tony laughing, pouting, and dancing around in the squad room; Tony lying on a
hospital bed, covered in sweat, coughing up his guts, Tony making that little squeaking sound
he likes to make when Gibbs slaps the back of his head; Tony standing on his desk,
addressing the entire room, being an idiot; Tony with a beaten up face, still making jokes
despite that; Tony slapping a pair of handcuffs on him when they first met; Tony behind bars;
Tony bringing him his favourite USMC sweatshirt after Mike died; Tony hugging him after
his return from Mexico; Tony doing movie star impressions at various crime scenes; Tony
eating steak off a combat knife in front of the fire in his living room....

"Yeah," he says, smiling softly. "I guessit has."

His belly tightens again. He doesn't like this. HE's never gone through a Fight Night with
anyone but himself to worry about before.

A massive limousine draws up nearby, and a man in an expensively tailored suit gets out.
He's wearing sunglasses, even though it's the middle of the night, and Gibbs realises that it's
Prince Walid.

Walid walks over to the holding pens, a lackey accompanying him to hold an umbrella over
his head. He stops by their pen and peers inside; his gaze falls on Gibbs, and he smiles.

"Get him out. | want to talk to him," he saysto McGuire.

McGuire hesitates because he's one of Scott's guards, and these are Scott's fighters, but
everyone knows Walid runs this whole operation, so he's clearly not sure what to do.

Walid gives him a politely threatening smile, and McGuire gives in and opens the holding
pen. Gibbs is hauled out and shoved over to stand in front of Walid. It's the closest they've
ever been to each other, and Walid gives Gibbs a slow, searching look, up and down. Gibbs
copies him insolently, studying Walid as openly as he's being studied.

Walid is every inch the bastard that Tony described to him. Every single thing about him is
expensive, from his exquisitely tailored suit, to his watch, and his white shoes with black
laces. He's got some black and white theme going on, with ablack shirt and awhite tie, and
his hair looks freshly blow-dried, not one single strand out of place.

"Wolfman —we meet at last,” Walid says smoothly. "I must congratulate your trainer. You're
looking in excellent condition.”

"So are you. Who do | need to congratulate for that?' Gibbs flips back.



Walid gives a little laugh that doesn't sound in the least amused. "Ah, | heard you were a man
of few words, but it appears that you have a sense of humour. How interesting.”

Walid reaches into his jacket pocket, pulls out a gold-plated whisky flask, and hands it to
him. "Would you like adrink, Wolfman?'

McGuire shifts nervously, and Walid waves a hand in the air. "Oh, please! Asif 1'd stoop to
drugging the fighter of arival competitor — even if this particular fighter isthe main threat to
my own champion winning the tournament."

He smiles at Gibbs, and Gibbs's gut rings out all kinds of warning bells. This man is as
dangerous as a deadly snake, but Gibbs is sure that he hasn't put poison in the flask. Walid
takes this competition extremely seriously, and he would never be caught cheating in such an
obvious way. The flask is safe.

Gibbs takes it and swills back a mouthful of the finest, smoothest bourbon. He glances at the
flask in surprise.

"Ah, yes, | know your tastes. | have taken the trouble to find out everything there isto know
about you, Jethro."

Gibbs stiffens; Scott has never called him that. Like everyone else, he assumed Gibbs went
by his first name, not his second. It would appear that Walid * has* done his research.

"I should thank you. Last Fight Night was our most exciting to date. People have been talking
about it all week." Walid inclines his head. "I am expecting a particularly big turnout this
evening as aresult. You've become the star attraction, Wolfman!"

Out of the corner of his eye, Gibbs can see Scott's gleaming white limo pulling up some
distance away.

"And that's good for business,” Walid continues. "It doesn't matter whose stable you belong
to, aslong as you entertain us in the pit — and you do, Wolfman."

"Yeah, it's my main aim, every time | step out there. Entertaining you." Gibbs injects as much
withering sarcasm as he can into every single word.

Walid laughs. "Ah, now | understand what Tony seesin you! | did wonder. Such a stern-
faced, angry-looking man...| asked myself —why would Tony DiNozzo risk everything for
his boss the way he did?’

"And | asked myself —why would you let Tony DiNozzo end up in Scott's stable with me,
knowing that we're both federal agents? Surely having us together and outside your control
makes us dangerous?’

Walid shrugs. "That's the game. It's how it's played. The loser goesto the winner's stable. |
made those rules, so | cannot be seen to break them.”

"Y ou made me fight twice last week —that isn't in the rules, either," Gibbs points out.



Walid shakes his head. "Actually, there is nothing in the rules about that. Sometimes fighters
have been required to fight more than once — in our early years, when we did not have as
many fighters as we do now, it was common for afighter to go into the pit two or three times
anight. Aslong as the fighter's owner is in agreement, then it is acceptable. There are little
areas where we may be flexible — such as allowing you to watch Mac fighting last week — but
in the fundamentals of how the game is played, then no. We must al stick to therules. You
beat Tony in the pit, so he became Scott's property.”

"Hell of arisk."
Walid shrugs. "l like taking risks. It was a gamble, yes, but one | relished!”

That doesn't surprise Gibbs; most of the people involved in this tournament seem to have a
gambling problem.

"l didn't know what would happen when | put Tony in the pit with you; that's what made it so
exciting." Walid smiles. "It could have thrown you — or you could have decided to lose the
fight, rather than subject him to rape. But you didn't. You're atougher opponent than |
expected, Jethro, and that pleases me. | get easily bored. It made the game more interesting to
me."

Gibbs glaces over to see Scott getting out of his car, wearing his usual crumpled cream suit
and black lariat tie. He straightens up, looks over, and frowns when he sees Walid talking to
Gibbs. He starts striding towards them.

"Having established that you are a worthy opponent, | have been wondering what your next
move will be," Walid says.

"My move?' Gibbs glares at him. What the hell kind of move can he make when these people
control hisentire life?

"Oh yes. I'm sure you have one. Maybe Tony has inspired you. As you said, you are both
federal agents. Y ou've been hisboss at NCIS for ten years, maybe you've cooked up some
plan together."

Gibbs gives a quick, furtive look to seeif Scott is close enough to have heard that, but he's
still some distance away.

Walid laughs. "My, you are looking anxious, Jethro! Isthat because you've deceived your
owner?Isit possible that poor Mr Scott doesn't know who Tony really is? Does he believe
that his name is Tony DiNardo and not DiNozzo, and that you never met him before last
Fight Night?' Walid asks, a cruel smile playing on hislips. "I have my spies everywhere, you
see, Jethro."

He removes his sunglasses, and Gibbs finds himself looking into a pair of cold, dark eyes.
Walid leans in close and speaks directly into his ear.

"I expect you thought that if he knew the truth, Mr Scott might keep you and Tony apart, or
keep a special eye on you both,” Walid murmurs accurately. "Y ou're probably right. | always



make sure | know every single thing about the fightersin my stable, but Mr Scott's research is
not nearly as thorough as my own. He has no idea who Tony really is, does he?'

Walid draws back, his cold eyes gleaming with amusement.

"Y ou should consider your next move, Jethro, because | know what mine will be," he says
softly. Then, in alouder voice: "Enjoy yourself in the pit, Wolfman; | look forward to
watching you entertain us all again tonight!" He turns, replacing his sunglasses as he goes,
and greets Scott. "James! My dear friend! | was looking for you."

"Looks like you found Leroy instead," Scott says, looking confused.

"l was just wishing him well in the pit. He's such a fantastic competitor, a greast ambassador
for our little tournament. Now, I've been thinking, James." He puts an arm around Scott's
shoulders. "Why don't you come and sit with me tonight, hmm? Now you're a mgjor player,
and the owner of one of the main contenders, | think you should have the recognition you
deserve."

Scott beams, his entire body quivering with pride.

"I would be delighted, your Highness. Oh, really, this is wonderful, such an
honour...goodness me...!"

"Not at all, not at all.” Walid glances back over his shoulder at Gibbs. "It will give us time for
alittle chat, my dear James. Y ou see, there is something very particular that | want to tell
you."

Gibbs watches them go, his stomach twisting into knots. He has no doubt that Walid will tell
Scott that they lied to him. What he doesn't know is how Scott will respond to that
knowledge.

Tony ison hisown and vulnerable back at the stable. Ellis might not have a cell phone, but
Gibbs is sure Scott has a way of getting a message to the stable. All it would take is for Scott
to give the order, and when Gibbs gets back he could find Tony lying in his stall with a bullet
hole in his head.

Chapter End Notes:
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Chapter Four - Cry, Wolf by Xanthe

The place seems eerie and empty without the fighters. Usually Tony spends the day in the
gym, helping Gibbs, talking to the other fighters, and, when the equipment is free, doing a
workout himself, just to get some exercise and alleviate the boredom.

Today, instead of that, Ellis escorts him back towards the hallway where the stalls are
located. He nods his head at Tony’s stall, and Tony walks inside, wondering if he's going to
be locked up here all day and all night, and if he can stand the boredom of that.

Ellis leaves the door open, which is different at least, and Tony hears him walking off down
the hallway to the chair at the end where the guards spend the night shift. A few seconds
later, the radio blares out.

Tony figuresit's at least asdull for Ellisasit is for him. Ellis might have a gun and the
opportunity to wear clothes, but he's still just got to sit there, bored brainless, doing nothing
all day. Maybe there’s a chance he can get the man talking and try and build some kind of
bond with him. He knows Gibbs dislikes Ellis more than all the other guards, but it’s worth a

try.

“Hey.” Tony stands in the doorway to his stall, leaning against the thin, metal partitioning.
Ellis looks up and glares at him. “So, did you ever see the movie ‘ The Great Escape’ 7’ Tony
asks, ignoring the less than welcoming reception. “ See, Steve McQueen is the cooler king —
they keep locking him up in the cooler, and he just sits there and throws a ball against the
wall and catches it, over and over again. | wish | had a ball right now.”

Ellis just continues giving him that dark glare, clearly discouraging his attempts at
conversation.

“I get it. You wish you were at the fight. Me too.” Tony shrugs. “But | guess someone hasto
stay behind to mind the ranch.”

“You wouldn’t last five minutes in the pit, pussy boy,” Ellistells him. “I saw you last week,
fluttering your eyelashes at Leroy and slobbering all over him out there. Made me sick.
You're afucking fag, Tony.”

Tony fights down the cold, steely anger. “Watching two guys having sex makes you sick but
watching one guy raping another is okay?’

“Getting fucked isthe price for losing, but you turned it into a fucking fag-fest.”

“Oh, | get it. It'sokay aslong asit’srape. Y ou want it nice and brutal. What we did out there
last Fight Night looked too much like we might have been enjoying it, isthat it?’

Ellis gives anasty grin, and Tony immediately wishes Gibbs was here to head-slap him for
letting this guy get to him.

“I wasright — you are afucking fag. Y ou don’'t have a clue about fighting, pussy boy. You're
lucky Leroy broke your fingers; you're too soft for the pit.”



Tony nods pleasantly. “Y ou’'re probably right, Ellis.” No point giving this asshole any excuse
to shove the butt of his gun into his face again. That pissed off Gibbs enough last time, and he
doesn’t want to make their lives any harder than they already are.

He hears a low, soft moan from the stall with the injured fighter —the one Hurrell took down
last Fight Night.

“How’s he doing?’ he asks, changing the subject.

“How the hell should I know?’

“Would it be okay if | looked in on him?’

“Knock yourself out.” Ellis shrugs.

Tony walks along the hallway and goes into the stall where the injured man is lying on a
mattress on the floor. The poor bastard looks even worse than before; his brown skinisa
strange greeny-white colour, and his breathing is laboured.

Tony kneels down beside him, and the man opens his eyes and blinks at him a few times.
“Hey, how you doing?’ There's a plastic cup of water by the man’s head but hislips are
chapped and parched. By the smell in the room, Tony is guessing that he' s soiled himself.
“Are you thirsty?’ Tony presses the cup to the man’s lips, and he takes afew sips. “Y ou got a
name, buddy?’ Tony asks.

The man’s lips move but if he makes any sound, Tony can’'t hear it. He leans in close.
“Rajul...Patel,” the man whispers.

“Hey, Rajul. I'm Tony.”

Rajul gives him afaded smile. He reaches up and beckons Tony close so he can whisper into
his ear again.

“Tell my mom...so she knows what happened to me.”
“You can tell her yourself, when you get out of here,” Tony says firmly.

Rajul’ s eyes are hazy, but he manages to shake his head. “No. Tell her | love her. Love her so
much.”

Tony fights down another surge of anger. So many lives are being so pointlessly ruined and
for what? So that a baying mob can be entertained every Fight Night? He supposes it’s the
same mentality that people have at dogfights and cockfights. The people who attend aren’'t
indifferent to suffering — they attend because it’s what they want. They actively crave it and
seek it out.

“I’m sorry, Rajul. | have no ideawhat these sick bastards get from watching people tear each
other apart in the pit, but I’m sorry you got caught up in their twisted little game.”



“It hasalong history.” Rajul smilesat him. “Bear baiting...gladiators...public hangings. |
have thought about it often. Our world is modern...but our hungers are ancient. People like to
watch cruelty in action...”

“Some people,” Tony says firmly. “* Some* people, Rajul.”

“There isdarkness in us all. Have you never slowed down to look at a car wreck by the side
of the road, Tony?’

Tony sighs. “I hear you, Rajul, but this isawhole different level of dark.”

“The human heart is both dark and light.” Rajul smiles. “It is for each of usto decide which
weaknesses and temptations he givesinto, | think.”

“The wolf you feed,” Tony says softly. Rajul gives him a puzzled look. “Just a story Sam...a
friend told me.” He winces slightly, remembering it was Hurrell who did thisto Rajul, in
retaliation for what Walid did to Steve. Actions and consequences, like so many dominos
knocking into each other. Where will it end?

Rajul is clearly an educated, intelligent man who has given the nature of their situation a lot
of thought.

“How did you cometo be here, Rajul?” Tony asks quietly.
“History major...college...boxing...” Rajul is clearly fading.

“You're gill at college? Y ou made a name for yourself on the varsity boxing team —that’s
how they heard about you?’ Tony guesses.

“Yes. | chased after vain glories and look at where it has got me.” Rajul gives awistful little
smile. “Tony...please.” Rajul grabs his hand. “My mother...she lives in Washington DC. She
will be so worried about me. Please tell her my last thoughts were for her. | love her so much.
Promise me you will tell her this.”

“I promise, Rajul,” Tony says quietly, squeezing his hand gently.

Rajul nods but seems unable to speak anymore. Tony pulls Rajul’s blanket back a little way
and sees a large, dark bruise on his abdomen; he’s clearly bleeding internally.

Tony gets up and goesto the door. “Thismanisvery ill,” hetells Ellis. “He needs urgent
medical treatment.”

“Yeah? Ellisgrinsat him. “Well, heisn’'t gonna get it.”

“Areyou really that callous, Ellis? There's a man dying in there, and you're just going to
stand by and let that happen?’

“If he hadn’t been such a pussy in the pit, he'd be fine.” Ellis shrugs.

“It’sthat smple? Survival of the fittest?’



“Oh, you don't have any idea, pussy boy!”

“Do you even know his name? He's called Rajul Patel. He' s studying history at college. He's
areal person, Ellis.”

“That so?" Ellis stands up, and Tony holds his breath. “Is Leroy fucking you?’' Ellis asks
unexpectedly.

“What?’

“I think he is. What makes you so special, Tony? He never fucked any of the others.”

“What the hell does it matter if he's fucking me or not?’

“It matters because you're turning him into a pussy like you,” Ellis snaps. “Frank says you’'ve
gotta be in the gym when he’ s training so he can keep an eye on you, and he says |’ m not
allowed to lay a fucking finger on you in case it upsets Leroy.” He spits on the floor in

disgust. “You're afag, and you're turning him into a fucking fag too.”

“Seriously? There’s a man dying in there and this is the conversation you want to have right
now?’

Ellisglances into the stall at Rajul and then a big smile creases up his face. He turns back,
and the expression in his eyes is so ugly that Tony feels a cold shiver creeping up his spine.

“I think we should give you ataste of what it feels like to win in the pit,” Ellis says.
“What do you mean?’

“I think you're abig pussy who likesto take it up the ass. Bet your dick doesn’t even work.
Bet you can’t get even get it up. Let’sseeif I'mright.”

He pushes the barrel of his gun against the side of Tony’ s head and forces him back into the
stall, shutting the door behind them.

“Let’s see you get it up, Tony.”

“What?’

Ellis grins. “ Jerk off, spank the monkey, have awank; let’s see if ya have the balls for it.”
“Why?’

“’Cause I’m bored, and you're here, and you think you’re so fucking better than me...and
because | wanna have some fun.” He gives a big grin.

“Thisis stupid. Rajul needs help, and you want me to sit here jerking off?’

“You calling me stupid?’



“No, I’'m just saying...” Tony pauses, trying to figure away out of this situation. “L ook,
Ellis, | don’'t want to do this.”

“Aw, you don’'t wanna do it! Poor little Tony! Let’s see what you do without big, bad Leroy
here to protect you.”

“I don’'t need Leroy to protect me!”

“Dontcha?’ Ellis gives another of those leering grins. “I think you do. | think you're his
bitch. So let’s see if that dick of yours actually works, pussy boy. Let’s see you get hard.”

Tony feels an angry heat rising to his face. “No. I’'m not a performing monkey, and I’ m not
going to jerk off just because you tell meto.”

“Yeah, you are.” Ellis strides over to Rajul and places his gun against the sick man’s head.
“Thisiswhat it feels like to be awinner in the pit on Fight Night, when you have to get it up
or someone dies,” he says, an ugly gleam in his eyes. “Now, | wanna see you cream all over
your fingers. So jerk yourself off, or | pull the trigger.”

*

The scent of the sawdust and the roar of the crowd seem more vivid than ever tonight. Gibbs
watches through the bars of the holding pen as the fight before his ends. Usually, Gibbsisin
his pre-fight headspace and only notices them peripherally, but tonight he’ s not in that
headspace; he has too many other concerns.

Tony once likened Walid to a cobra, and he'sright. If Walid had a pit-name, then '‘Cobra
would be it. Gibbs knows the game Walid is playing. He wouldn’t put poison in his drink, but
playing mind games with his main competitor to throw him off his stride is much more his
style. Walid is fighting as dirty as Gibbs fights in the pit, and, for the first time, Gibbs realizes
who hisreal adversary is.

It isn’t the poor bastards he fights out there in the pit every week. It isn’t Ellis, back at the
stable, doing God knows what to Tony right now, and it isn’t Scott, with his stupid fat face
and his delusions of grandeur. It isn't even Liam Mclntyre — the fireman — the fighter
everyone expects Gibbs to do battle with in the final. It’s none of them.

No, his true opponent is Walid, and he’ s been an idiot not to realize it before. Ultimately, this
contest is between the wolf and the cobra, and the cobra just made his next move. Last week,
his move was to throw Tony into the pit against him. Thisweek, it's calling Gibbs out just
before his fight in order to get into his head and destroy his focus.

Walid set up this entire tournament. He has all his pride and money invested in winning, and
Mclntyre is his chosen instrument for that triumph. Walid has been watching Gibbs in the pit
for months now, and with each passing week it has become clear to him that the one man
standing between him and his ultimate victory is Gibbs.

Walid knows that Scott isn’t his main adversary. He despises Scott’s greed and stupidity and
no doubt rejected him as a serious opponent along time ago. Walid wants a more worthy
adversary, and that’s what he sees in Gibbs.



Gibbs could kick himself for taking so long to figure this out. Walid is playing a cold,
calculated game of chess, moving his players into place, piece by piece.

Thereal fight doesn't take place in the pit every Fight Night. The real fight takes place on a
completely different battlefield, but that fight is every bit as dirty and the competition much
more formidable than he ever imagined.

A wild cheer goes up from the crowd as the man he' s going to fight in the pit tonight is
released from his pen. Gibbs can tell by the loudness of the cheers that he's facing a popular
fighter.

“Go-ri-lla, Go-ri-lla...” goes the chant.

“Tonight, ladies and gentleman, we have a unique fight in store for you,” the commentator
announces in his usual tones of over-the-top excitement. “A gorilla versus a wolf!”

The crowd goes absolutely insane at that and a new chant goes up: “WOLFMAN!
WOLFMAN! WOLFMAN!”

The doorsto his holding pen are opened, and Gibbs charges out into the pit to be met by a
wall of sound. It’s so deafening it almost overwhelms him for a moment. His popularity with
the crowd has been growing week on week, but after his fight against Tony last week it seems
to have reached epic proportions.

Last Fight Night, Tony turned the brutal post-fight rutting into an act of tenderness. He kissed
and caressed Gibbs, shocking the crowd into silence. Afterwards, Gibbs broke his fingers,
and he’s pretty sure that the crowd interpreted that as an act of retaliation towards Tony for
not playing by the rules. The crowd now loves the wolfman both for his brutality and for
putting the newbie in his place. They have no idea that he broke Tony’s fingersto keep him
out of the pit and spare him this ordeal.

Now, it would appear, he has become a legend, and the crowd’ s chants turn into an awed
silence as he prowls around the edge of the pit, sizing up his opponent.

He can see why they’ ve given him the name *Gorilla’. He's not particularly tall, but he's
sguat, with brawny shoulders and arms, and extremely hairy. Gibbs finds himself looking at
the man’ s face, straight into his dark brown eyes...and he catches himself. Usually, he
focuses on assessing his opponent’s fighting prowess but tonight he’s distracted, and he can’t
afford to let himself get distracted in the pit.

He tries to concentrate, and to figure out what his opponent’s strengths and weaknesses might
be. The crowd is so quiet you could hear a pin drop. He can feel their eyes on him, watching
his every move, and that’s wrong too. He shouldn’t be this aware of them. He shouldn’t be
aware of anything but his opponent right now.

Tanner gave him a shot of something half an hour ago, and he can feel his heart racing and a
familiar sense of anger rising up inside. Thisis his place, his moment, and his chance to right
so many old wrongs. He has killed Hernandez and the drunk driver who took his mother from
him countless times in this pit. Tonight, he thinks of Steve and of Prince Freak up there who
killed him and who lords it over this sick tournament like some dark and twisted emperor.



Gibbs can’'t help himself. He glances up at the stands and sees Walid sitting on his throne,
stroking his neat little goatee beard with his fingers. Walid sees him looking and inclines his
head towards him, acknowledging him as his opponent with avicious little smile.

The gorilla takes advantage of his lapse in concentration and throws himself at Gibbs,
succeeding in bringing him down to the ground. Gibbs kicks out savagely, slamming his
opponent in the balls until he howls with pain and lets him go.

Damn it. Gibbs getsto his feet and skips out of reach, kicking himself mentally. He can’t
afford to be distracted. He must focus.

The gorillalumbers to his feet and pursues him around the pit. Heisn't fast — Gibbs is much
faster and more agile — but he has a certain brute strength, and Gibbs senses a wily cunning.

Gibbs feints a left, then ducks around the gorilla, jamming his elbow into the man’s kidneys.
He can do cunning too.

The gorillais angry, and he lets out aroar of intent. The crowd, as one, seems to lean forward
in their seats, spellbound by the contest.

The gorillais the hardest opponent he's ever fought — but they’ re reaching the closing stages
of the tournament so that’s hardly surprising. The summer is over and there is a definite chill
inthe air now. In afew weeks' time the fighting season will finish — and what happens then?
Tony’ s broken fingers should keep him out for the rest of the season if...if Tony survives that
long.

The thought of Tony being alone with Ellis preys on his mind. It reminds him of when Ellis
took Tony out to clean the stalls and unload the supply truck. He wasn't able to focus all day
because of that and put in hisworst training time ever. Supposing he allows the same thing to
happen now?

The unthinkable hits him. All this time he's been worrying about what might happen to Tony.
Now, for the first time, he realizes he should be worrying about what will happen to him.

Maybe this is the night he loses and has to succumb to the ultimate degradation of being
raped out here by this hairy-assed gorilla of a man.

Maybe this is the night the wolfman goes down.

*

Tony looks a Rajul, who looks back at him from wide, dark eyes.

Ellisdigs the gun into the injured man’stemple. “What’s it to be, pussy boy? Are you gonna
wank for me, or do | paint the wall with the Paki’ s brains?’

Tony grabs his cock and desperately tries to think of his favourite jerk-off fantasies. They
usually involve either Jennifer Lopez, because fundamentally he's an ass man, or Leroy
Jethro Gibbs, because when he’ s going gay it has to be with areal man and not atwink. He's
never been attracted to twinks.



He closes his eyes, leans back against the wall, and thinks about Gibbs's ass. He's been
looking at it enough this past week, and it's a damn fine ass. It’s hard and tight, and he
wonders what it'd be like to slide his cock into it and make Gibbs scream with pleasure.

The idea of reducing Gibbs to helpless moans during love-making is a definite turn on, and
he feels his cock start to harden.

“Whoa! Pussy boy has a man’sdick after all!” Ellis says, breaking into the fantasy. His cock
wilts as he loses focus. He needs to concentrate; Rajul’ s life depends on it.

“Shut up,” he snaps, opening his eyes.

Elliswinks at him. “Aw, look at it. Does it only work under certain conditions? How do you
think it’ll be in the pit, Tony? Y ou think your dick will work out there, with everyone
screaming at ya?’

“If | get the same drugs as everyone else...”

Ellisroars with laughter. “Aw! Pussy boy’ s dick only works when he’son drugs! Y ou're not
aman, Tony; you're a useless fucking fag who can't get it up.”

He reaches out and, with casual brutality, backhands Rajul across the jaw. The injured man
makes no sound. His head snaps sideways and then slowly rolls back again, and he gazes at
Tony with pity and resignation in his eyes.

“Do not blame yourself, Tony,” Rajul wheezes. “Y ou are a good man.”

Tony grabs his cock again, determined to obey Ellis s insane demands and save Rajul’s life.
This place makes them all complicit inits evil: Hurrell, Gibbs, and now himself. They all
sacrifice little pieces of themselves to protect their essential core, but how much do they lose
in the process? Is it worth protecting, or is it valueless by the time everything around it is
dark and rotten, corrupted by the evil that pervades every single aspect of this place?

He remembers night times with Gibbs, alone in their stall. It’s the only time he experiences
real intimacy with the man — not during the hand jobs but in their aftermath, when Gibbs
allows himself to be held. That’s the only time Gibbs will open up even a little and actually
talk to him. He's not surprised; Gibbs never was exactly great at talking.

He remembers the feel of Gibbs's hard, pulsing cock in his hand. Tony has often wondered
what it would be like to take it in his mouth and explore it properly. He' s already felt it in his
ass, but that situation was just about hurt and humiliation, no matter how much they both
tried to alleviate the worst of it.

If he was alone with Gibbs, somewhere fancy — a hotel maybe — he’ d take him to bed, take
his time, and make love to him slowly...

His cock is hard, and he rubs it purposefully. He can do this! He thrustsinto his hand,
thinking about Gibbs and what it would be like to feel Gibbs gently pushing inside his body,
making love, not fucking. No pit, no sawdust in his hair, no crowd of gawking spectators.
Just the two of them...



“You thinkin' dirty thoughts about Leroy?’ Elliswhispersin his ear.

Tony jumps, startled. He was so engrossed he hadn’t heard Ellis moving towards him. Ellis
stands in front of him, looking down on his erection, and it immediately starts to wilt again.

“That the best you can do?’ Ellis sneers.

Tony tries to get back into the mood, imagining rolling over on top of Gibbs, and now it’s his
turnto slide into Gibbs's open body, and Gibbs is so relaxed, so responsive, and it feels so
good to thrust into all that tight heat...

“Shoot, or he dies, Tony,” Ellis whispers ominously into his ear. Tony whacks his hand
frantically up and down his semi-erect cock. “Y ou’ ve got thirty seconds. You don’t cream by
then, this sucker takes a bullet for you. Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight...”

Tony looks a Rajul who looks back at him with that same weary, resigned look in his eyes.

“Tony, | am dying anyway. Do not have this on your conscience — it is not your fault,” Rajul
tells him.

“Eighteen, seventeen, sixteen...”

“You're not going to die,” Tony says stubbornly, working away at his cock, trying
desperately to reach climax.

“Ten, nine, eight...”

Tony bucks up into his hand, feeling his climax close...so close... He imagines Gibbs
growling into his ear while he thrusts his hard cock into him, over and over again...

“Four...three...”

He comes. His come spurts out over his fingersin little bursts, and Tony leans back against
the wall in relief.

“Well done, pussy boy. Well done.”

Ellisgrins at him, and then he turns, points the gun at Rajul’ s head, and pullsthe trigger.
Rajul’ s head explodes in a flash of red, his blood spurting out over Tony, mingling with the
come on his hands.

“Y ou fucking bastard...why did you do that? | did what you said! | did what you fucking
well said!” Tony sobs, shaking uncontrollably with shock and outrage.

“Like he said, he was dying. I’ d have shot him later anyway. Might as well do it now.” Ellis
shrugs. He glances at the blood-stained stall, and at Tony’s come-covered fingers. “Now clear
up this fucking mess, pussy boy.”



Something bad is happening to Tony; Gibbs can feel it in his gut. He wishes he could block
Tony out of histhoughts, but he can’'t. Whenever he tries to stop thinking about him, the
anxiety just comes back ten times stronger.

The crowd is cheering, screaming out obscenities and urging him to fight harder.

Gibbs makes a mistake. He feints left but doesn't follow through fast enough. The gorilla
grabs him around the waist, sinking his fist into Gibbs's ribs over and over again. Gibbs
elbows back, getting the man in his ample belly. The gorillagrowls and lets go.

That was a stupid, rookie mistake. If Tony had made it, he'd have slapped him stupid. Damn
it, what will Scott do when he finds out about the lie? Does he already know?

Some of the crowd, fickle as ever, have gone over to the gorilla’'s side.

“Wolfman’s going down, down, down! Gonna take a beating, Wolfman! Gonnatake a
fucking, Wolfman!”

Gibbs glances up towards Walid again. Scott is sitting with Walid’s entourage, leaning
forward, his elbows resting on his knees, gazing down at him intently.

The gorillaleaps on him and throws him into the sawdust. With his weight advantage, if he
gets on top of him and lands a few punches then this will be over, and who will be left to
protect Tony from Scott’s vengeance then?

Herolls sideways just in time, and the crowd gasps as the gorilla throws himself down onto
empty sawdust.

The crowd lapses into a shocked silence. They aren’t used to seeing him this vulnerable.
Usually his opponents never get close, and the gorillais good, but he's not that good. Under
normal circumstances, Gibbs would be beating him easily.

“Come on, Wolfman! Y ou can beat the fucking gorillal” someone in the crowd yells, but he
can hear the uncertainty in the voice.

He hasto find away to do this. He has to stop thinking ahead and focus just on now. That’s
always been one of his strengths.

He takes a few seconds to regroup, watching the gorilla carefully. He' s got brute strength and
low cunning but not much else. He's not that smart, and he's definitely not fast. He's much
younger than Gibbs though — aren’t they all? Gibbs has always relied on wrapping up his
fightsrelatively fast, knowing he loses the advantage the longer they go on. He simply can’t
compete with someone two decades his junior in terms of staminaif he lets the fights drag on
too long. He has to have swift, decisive victories or he's lost. He's already tired, and he’s got
bruised ribs and a cut on his forehead that’ s dribbling blood into his eye. He has to win soon,
or he'll go down.

He can find the anger, but he can’'t keep hold of it; the worry about Tony just gets in his way.
He tries to remember Shannon and Kelly, and his mother, but images of Tony alone with
Ellis keep haunting him.



A different emotion rises up inside, one that is even more powerful than anger:
Protectiveness. If he doesn’t win, then he can't keep Tony safe. It'sas simple asthat. He's
not fighting to avenge the dead anymore; he's fighting to save the living.

He takes arun at the gorilla, jabs him hard on the jaw and lands a kick to the man’s balls.
Then he runs around him as the gorilla blunders to regain his balance. He jumps the man
from behind, rams his knee into his ass, kicks the back of his knees away, and forces himto
the ground. Now he has him; he can’t afford to lose this advantage.

He goes down with him, jJumping on him before he can get up, and lands two hard blows to
his jaw. The gorillaroars out his anger and distress, but Gibbs is ruthless and takes no notice.
He has Tony to think about; he hasto win this for Tony.

The gorillais pushing up, trying to shove Gibbs off him, and he' s strong...but Gibbs has
someone to protect and that makes him stronger.

He fights with all his might, wrestling with the gorilla in the sawdust, ignoring the punches
he’s taking and landing his own with clinical precision, knowing how hard to hit and where
to make the gorilla stay down. The man’s eyes are already losing focus, and soon he stops
flailing and lies back in the sawdust, surrendering to the inevitable.

The referee is coming over, but Gibbs keeps punching until he’stold he’s won. Then he stops
immediately and steps back.

He doesn't acknowledge the crowd’s loud cheers, or their hollering, whistling and
celebrating.

Gibbs only cares about one man in the crowd. He glances up at Walid, who smiles down at
him, inclining his head in acknowledgement of his victory.

Then Walid turns to Scott and says something to him. Scott leans forward, frowning, and
Gibbsrealizes Walid only intended to tell him about Tony’s lie if he won. That’s his penalty
for winning, for staying in the competition.

He can’t think about it right now; he has one more thing he has to do.

Usually he gets down on his knees and performs this part of the fight without thinking about
it, getting the job done as quickly as possible.

Thistime though, it’s as hard for him to access that part of himself as it was for him to focus
on his anger. When he kneels down behind the gorilla, all he can think about is the quiet,
gentle intimacy of Tony’s chin resting on his shoulder as he lovingly rubbed his cock with his
fingers. All those nights alone together in the stall, with Tony whispering those words of
encouragement in hisear. It wasn’t the lonely, angry masturbation he had become
accustomed to. It wasn't the brute force of rutting in the pit with some man whose name he
doesn’'t even know. Tony gave him something else; something sweet, loving and... human.

Damn it. Tony has somehow humanized him this past week. Gibbs had shut himself down in
order to survive, but Tony coaxed him back with his strength, hiswit, his loyalty, and his



sheer charisma. It’s like waking from a dream to find he' s still living a nightmare; what the
hell does he do next?

In the end, he does what he hasto do. If he doesn’'t, then someone will die, either himself or
the man lying in the sawdust in front of him. He finds the strength from somewhere, and for
once he thanks Tanner for his damn drugs. He thinks of the sweet curve of Tony’s ass, and
the soft warmth of his body pressing into his during the nights they spend alone in the stall,
and his cock hardens.

He completes the deed and then withdraws, leaving the gorilla lying in a dazed heap in the
sawdust. He gets up, shoots a baleful look up in Walid’ s direction, and then stalks back to his
holding pen.

As he leaves, he can sense the crowd’ s disappointment that he didn’t break anyone’s fingers
tonight.

Tony is still shaking as he mops up the blood and brain matter from the stall. It takes along
time before the stall is clean, but he's glad about that asit gives him time to calm down.

He worksfor hours, until the stall is sparkling. Then he washes Rajul’ s body and wraps it
carefully in the blanket; it’ s the least he can do for the man.

“I' will find your mother, Rajul,” he tellsthe corpse. “I will let her know that your last
thoughts were of her, and | will tell her how much you loved her.”

When he’ s finished, he goes cautiously to the door of the stall. Ellisis sitting out there,
rocking his chair back on two legs, his feet up on the wall, hisradio still blaring out.

“I’d like to go back to my stall now,” Tony says quietly.
Ellisgrinsat him. “Go ahead, pussy boy.”

Tony walks quickly back to his stall and closes the door. He grabs his blanket, drags his
mattress over to the wall, and sits down, his back against the wall, wrapping the blanket
around himself.

He wants Gibbs back. He wants to know he's safe, and that he survived out there. He wants
to put his arms around him and hold him for as long as Gibbs will let him. He needs the sheer
human comfort of another person’s gentle touch. How has Gibbs kept people at arm’s length
all thistime? Tony suddenly has all the more sympathy for Sam and all the more admiration
for Gibbs. He can see why Matt and Greg turned to each other and clung on so desperately.
This place is brutal.

Tony has been here for one week. Gibbs has endured five months of this, fighting week after
week in the pit, fucking week after week in the pit. Is he doing that now? Is he out there,
fucking some hapless loser right now?



Tony could barely make himself come with an audience of two...how the hell does Gibbs do
it? The drugs must help, but what must it do to your soul to go through that every week?

Tony never, ever wants to know what it’s like. He nurses his broken fingers to his chest,
thankful beyond belief for what Gibbs did for him last week, back in the pit.

*

Gibbs is chained up as usual and escorted back to the truck. He can see Scott walking across
the grass towards him, his fat belly straining at the edges of his white shirt, jiggling as he
walks. He' s angry; Gibbs can see that. He' s furious.

Scott strides towards him, reaches him, and smacks an angry fist across his jaw without
pausing. Gibbs's hands are chained to his waist, so he has no way of breaking his fall, and he
falls down onto the grass on his side. He can feel the cut from where Scott’ s ring caught on
his face, and the warm flow of blood on his skin.

“You lied to me, Leroy.” Scott crouches down beside him, and his little piggy eyes are mean
and dark. “Tony DiNardo is Tony DiNozzo. Y ou pretended you didn’t know him, but you' ve
been working with him for the past ten years. He's your right hand man, your second in
command. He' s one of your closest friends. And you lied to me!” He sounds genuinely hurt.
Gibbs lies on his side, saying nothing. There's nothing to say.

“Damn it, Leroy!” Scott rocks back on his heels. “I liked you! | liked you, and you lied to
me.”

“So? Y ou throw me into that pit every week. Why the hell do | owe you any kind of truth,
Scott?’

“I’m angry.” Scott heaves himself to his feet and looks down on Gibbs with a petulant
expression in hiseyes. “I’'mreally very angry and disappointed about this, Leroy. There will
be repercussions.”

Gibbs is unsurprised to hear it. Out of the corner of his eye, he can see Walid lurking nearby
with his entourage, a cool little smile on his smug, handsome features.

“I think,” Scott muses, “That it’stime for your precious Tony to experience what it’s like in
the pit, don’t you, Leroy?’

Gibbs's stomach does a sick flip. “His fingers are broken...”

Scott kicks him hard on the leg, and he shuts up. Scott looks down on him, a spiteful
expression on his face, like a child getting his hands on someone else’s candy.

“Oh yes, hisfingers. | see now that you broke them to keep him out of the pit. No doubt
that’ll be a big disadvantage to him when | put him back out there next week.”

“You can't do that, Scott!”



“Yes| can, Leroy. | own you, and | own him, and | say that he'll fight in the pit next week.
Prince Walid suggested it, and he’sright; it’s a fitting punishment for your deception.”

With that, he puffs out his chest and turns and stalks back towards the pit.

Walid wanders over, still smiling that cool, cruel smile. He takes off his sunglasses and looks
down on Gibbs, a pitying expression on his face.

“Ah, Jethro, how sad. It looks like you are going to lose your dear, loyal boy. Y ou know, asa
gpecial treat for him, | think 1’1l arrange for him to face Mac in the pit next week. It seems
fitting — the fireman versus the wolfman’s boy. It’ [l mean Mac fighting twice, as he already
has afight scheduled, but | doubt Tony will cause him to break into a swest. Infact, he'll be a
nice little warm-up for Mac.” He gives alittle chuckle.

“I think, also, that | will arrange for you to watch from a special vantage point next to me, so
you can see every single piece of the action. Maybe we' Il even see the wolf cry, hmm?1 think
I’d like that.” Walid puts his sunglasses back on with another smug smile. “Enjoy your week
with Tony, Jethro, for | very much fear it will be your last.”

*

It feels like such along wait for the fighters to return. Even though Gibbs was certain he’'d
win, Tony isworried all the same. Anything could have happened to him out there, and
Gibbs's certainty is no guarantee that he’ll come back safely.

At some point Ellis turns off his radio. Maybe he’'s gone off duty and another guard has
started his shift out there. Tony doesn’t want to look into the hallway for fear of starting a
new altercation, and after the way the last one ended that’s arisk he doesn’t want to take.

S0 he just sitsthere, with his back against the wall and his arms around his knees, hugging
himself, and waiting.

It seems like hours. It probably is hours. Finally, he hears a noise in the hallway, and the
sounds of the fighters returning to their stalls, one by one.

He sgueezes his arms more tightly around his knees, waiting for Gibbs, hoping for Gibbs,
worried beyond belief that Gibbs might not return. He has no ideawhat he'll do if that
happens.

At long last, the door opens, and he looks up, heart in his mouth, to see Gibbs standing there.
He looks like shit. He' s got butterfly stitches in a cut over his eye, there' s alaceration on his
jaw, and there are several dark red bruises on hisribs. Worse than that is the look of utter

defeat in his eyes. He clearly won, or he wouldn’t be here, so why does he look so defeated?

Tony gets up, sowly. Gibbs just stands there, unmoving, gazing at Tony. Behind him, the
door is slammed shut and locked.

“Boss...are you okay?’ There's no reply. Tony moves towards him. “Boss, you're freaking
me out. Are you hurt?’



Tony remembers the dark bruising on Rajul’ s body; if Gibbs is bleeding internally then there
won't be any medical treatment for him. They’'ll just dispose of him the way they disposed of
Rajul.

Tony stands in front of Gibbs, mapping every new bruise on his skin, his gaze raking over
every single injury to assess its severity and find out what’s wrong. Still Gibbs makes no
reply; he looks all locked up in himself, as if he can’'t speak.

“Jethro?’ Tony reaches gentle fingers to touch the side of Gibbs's face. He can smell the soap
from the post-fight shower Gibbs just took, and he'srelieved he doesn’t have to smell some
other guy’s scent on him. Gibbs clears his throat and seems to come to. He lookstired and
old.

“| failed you, Tony,” he says wearily. “I got thisall wrong. I’ ve been fighting the wrong
damn fight all thistime.”

“I don’t understand.”

Gibbs looks battered and worn. His skin is pale, making the bruises stand out in stark
contrast. Tony traces his fingers from one bruise to another. “Was the fight harder than
usua?’

“Yeah. | was distracted.”

“By what?’

“Worrying. About you.”

Tony nods, understanding. “Y ou think | make you weak.” That’s what Ellis as good as said
earlier, and maybe it’ s true.

“No!” Gibbs jerks away from his gently questing fingers. “I mean...it was harder to get into
the right headspace to fight. | kept wondering what Ellis was doing to you.”

“I'm fine.”

“You don't look fine.” Gibbs looks straight a him, those sharp blue eyes missing nothing, as
usual. “You look like someone walked across your grave.”

“Ellisdidn’t touch me.”

“He doesn’t need to touch you to hurt you.” Gibbs shrugs. “I know that.”

“How?

“Doesn’'t matter.”

Tony has a suspicion that it probably does, but now isn’t the right time to push. He changes

the subject. “Did Matt win hisfight?' he asks, remembering how desperately afraid Greg was
that his lover would lose.



Gibbs frowns, looking confused, as if he doesn’t even remember who Matt is. Then the
memory seems to kick in, and he nods. “Y eah, he did.”

“That’s good. Greg was worried because...” A thought occursto him. “Did Greg win too?’
he asks, thinking it’d be ironic if Matt won and Greg didn't after all the worrying Greg was
doing.

“Y eah. They both won. Scott had a good night tonight.” There's something about the way
Gibbs says it that makes Tony shiver.

Gibbs goes over to the basin and runs some water into it. He scoops out a handful and drinks

it. Then he straightens, squares his shoulders, and turns to look a Tony again. Tony can see
the bad news in his eyes before he even says aword.

“Scott knows we lied to him about who you are. Walid told him, as punishment for me
winning my fight tonight. Scott’s going to put you in the pit next week. Walid says you'll be
fighting Mclntyre.”

Hesaysit all in aflat monotone, delivering the bad news in typical Gibbs style, as quickly
and efficiently as possible.

Tony rocks back on his heels. “Okay.”
“Okay?" Gibbs looks furious. “O-fucking-kay?’ He turns and slams hisfist against the wall,
the first display of emotion Tony has seen from him since his return. “Y ou have no idea what

it’s like out there, Tony. Facing me in the pit is nothing like how it’ Il be against Mclntyre.”

Tony shrugs. “What do you want me to say, Gibbs? It’s not in my control. If it happens, it
happens, unless | can find away to steal a cell phone in the meantime...”

“Christ, you and the goddamn cell phone! Won't you ever give up about that?’

“No! And | don't know why you’ ve given up, either!”

“I haven't! It’sjust alousy plan!”

“Then come up with a better one!”

They stare a each other for along moment, an aimosphere of tense fury in the air, both of
them irritated by the other’s failure to understand. Then suddenly, in the middle of it all,

Ellis' sradio starts blaring out again.

“No! Fuck it! NO!" Gibbs howls, putting his head back and screaming in frustrated rage.
“Not now. Not fucking now!” He storms over to the door and bangs on it over and over again

with hisfists. “SHUT THE FUCK UP!”

Tony can see avein bulging in Gibbs's temple, and he' s not surprised the man has finally
reached breaking point. He's just surprised it took this long.



“Y ou shut up, asshole!” Ellisroars back from the hallway. Then the sound is turned up,
blaring out so loudly it’ s impossible to ignore. Gibbs begins beating on the door with hisfists
in afrenzied rage. Tony gets it; the frustration, the helpless impotence of their situation, and
the fact that none of it isin Gibbs's control...it’ s all boiled over into this display of raw fury.

“Hey...you're looking at this the wrong way,” Tony tells him quietly.

Gibbs just stands there, pounding his fists pointlessly against the door.

“It’s boring as hell in here — but good old Ellis is providing us with some entertainment.
Listen...” Tony holds up a hand. “This is good stuff. Sam Cooke —‘Wonderful World'. | love
this song, Gibbs.”

Every single muscle in Gibbs' s body is screaming out histension, and Tony isn't sure he's
even listening.

“This song reminds me of one of the best scenes ever, in the history of movies. Did you ever
see the movie ‘Witness', Gibbs?’

Gibbs stops pounding and stands with his forehead pressed against the closed door, his body
shaking, swesat pouring off him.

“There' sthis great scene in the barn, where Harrison Ford and Kelly McGillis dance to this
song, and the sexual tension between them is electric! They come from two different worlds,
and there are so many reasons why they can’t be together, but you just want them to kiss.”

“ Don't know much about a science book, don't know much about the French | took, but | do
know that | love you, and | know that if you loved me too, what a wonderful world this would
be...” Tony sings along to the song blaring out from the radio.

Gibbs turnsto look at him, an incredulous expression on his face. “A movie? You'retalking
about amovie at atime like this?’

“It was agreat movie, Gibbs!” Tony grins. “One of the classics. And thisisagreat song. It
always reminds me of that scene.” He hesitates and then decides to go for it. What isthere
left to lose anyway? “I had such a crush on Harrison Ford back then.”

“Harrison Ford?" Gibbs raises an eyebrow. “Y ou mean Kelly McGillis.”

“Her too.” Tony grins. “Beautiful woman. But Harrison Ford was more my type.”

Gibbs frowns. “There something you' re not telling me, DiNozzo?’

Tony laughs out loud. “Oh, plenty, trust me, Gibbs, but | think maybe you’ ve always known
about this, on some level. Harrison Ford is one of the greats. He has that cool, macho thing

going on, like Steve McQueen. | always loved his movies.”

“You'retrying to tell me you're gay? You?' Gibbs looks incredulous.



“Bi,” Tony corrects. “I love the pretty girlstoo. Not the pretty boys though...I like my guys
older — tough and hard-assed — like Harrison Ford. And like you.”

He holds his breath, watching as Gibbs processes that. There’'s no reply. Gibbs is just looking
at him, his chest heaving up and down.

“If you’ ve been beating yourself up about what happened in the pit last week, then don't.”
Tony shrugs. “I’'m along way from being a shy little virgin with guys, Gibbs. I’ ve done that
before. Lots of times.”

Gibbs still makes no reply, but there’s a dark, brooding look on his face.

“Not that I’'m saying that was good sex, because it wasn't. It was crap sex. The crappiest sex
I’ve ever had, and | never thought I’ d say that about sex with you.” Tony grins. “’ Causein
my head, sex with you was always going to be wild and intense and blow my mind —but in a
good way. | never figured it’d happen in a pit full of sawdust, a gunpoint, with people
watching, and some weird ‘fuck or die’ scenario going on.”

Tony knows he’s babbling because he’s so nervous and because Gibbs isn't saying aword.
Maybe now wasn't the best moment to come out to him, but they’re running out of time, and
he doesn’t want to waste what little they’ ve got left.

Gibbs is still standing there, just staring at him, that same dark look on his face. Maybe it’'s
time to try a different tactic.

“S0...do you want to dance?’ Tony asks, holding out his hand.

That at least elicits aresponse, evenif it’s one of incredulity. “Dance? In here? Are you
insane?’ Gibbs looks like he’d rather go back out into the pit and fight again.

“Sure. Why not? Ellis has gone to all that trouble to provide the entertainment, I’ m going to
hell in the pit next week, and you're all beat up on the outside and fucked up on the inside.
Seriously, Gibbs, in the circumstances, all things considered —what else is there to do but
dance?”

Tony doesn't miss the tiny hint of a smile that quirks on the outer corners of Gibbs' s mouth.
“You're anidiot, DiN0zzo.”

“I know. ‘I don’t claimto be an A student, but I’'mtrying to be...”” Tony sings. “ ‘ For maybe
by being an A student baby, | can win your love for me.’”

He moves closer, still holding out his hand, watching Gibbs closely. Gibbs looks as if he's
torn between his two wolves, various different expressions warring on his face, and Tony
knows it’s down to him to make sure the right wolf wins.

Tony moves his hand and snaps his fingers, dancing in time to the tune. “C mon, Gibbs —
dance with me...”



He grabs Gibbs's hand and pulls him into the centre of the stall, swinging him gently, to and
fro. At first Gibbs is stiff and resistant, and Tony waits for the explosion of anger...but it
doesn’'t come. Instead, something inside Gibbs seems to break, and he suddenly throws back
his head, gives aloud, howling laugh, and starts moving in time to the music.

It’s just a moment, one brief moment in time. It doesn’t last long, and yet somehow it also
seems to go on forever. Tony can almost feel Gibbs's light wolf rising to the surface, fur
ruffled, teeth bared, but alive and kicking all the same, still there after months of being shut
out, pushed down, and denied.

Gibbs is laughing, his feet are moving, and he looks almost happy. They both know that
nothing awaits them but a whole world of hurt, but they have now, right now, and they're
going to seize the moment.

The song comes to an end. Their feet slow down and then stop, and they both stand there,
looking at each other, gill holding hands. The atmosphere in the tiny room is suddenly
electric, and Tony can feel all the individual hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.
Screw Harrison Ford and Kelly McGillis — their sexual tension has nothing on him and Gibbs
right now.

“Hey! We've gone from ‘Witness' to ‘ Dances with Wolves',” Tony saysto diffuse the
tension. “Get it? That would be you — the wolf — and me doing the dancing. Now that was
another great movie...Kevin Costner...never felt the same about him as | did about Harrison,
but...”

Tony trails off. Gibbsisn't listening. He's just looking at him, an expression of hungry
intensity on his face, his eyes fixed wolfishly on Tony’s lips. Tony has that feeling you get
when the rollercoaster reaches the top and pauses, hanging on a precipice, and you want to
get off the ride so badly...but at the same time you also want to experience the terrifying
thrill of plunging over the edge.

Thenit’stoo late, and he’s in free-fall as Gibbs moves in close, grabs his shoulders, and
kisses him hard on the mouth. Gibbs is a force of nature, wild and unrestrained as he wraps a
fistin Tony’s hair to keep him still, pulls him in, and works his lips open.

Tony wraps his arms around Gibbs's body and returns the kiss, opening up his mouth to
Gibbs' stongue, his own questing just as furiously in Gibbs's mouth.

Gibbs pushes him against the wall, devouring him with his kiss. Tony slides his hands down
and cups Gibbs's buttocks, kneading them rhythmically. He can feel the hardness of Gibbs's
erection against his thigh, and his own cock rising up to meet it.

There is nothing else but Gibbs's lips on his, and Gibbs's hard, fighter’s body pressed against
him. Thisis nothing like it was back in the pit. Thisisreal desire, both of them wanting the
other, and each of them lost in the moment, blocking everything else out.

Tony pushes Gibbs back, but only so he can throw himself onto the mattress and pull Gibbs
down on top of him. Neither of them can bear to be out of physical contact for even a second,
needing the skin-on-skin contact like they need to breathe.



Tony rolls over on top of Gibbs, and Gibbs winces, reminding Tony of his soreribs.

“Sorry...just looking for this.” Tony fumbles around in the blankets and finds the oil he stole
from Frank. “Y ou want to catch or pitch?’ he asks, between kisses. He draws back to find
Gibbs staring up at him. “Gibbs? Jethro?’

Gibbs just pulls him back down and devours him with another hungry kiss, his hands
exploring Tony’s ass, his cock rock hard between their bellies. Then, mid-kiss, he rolls Tony
over, so now Tony is on his back, and somehow Gibbs has maneuvered himself between his
legs, opening them with his hands. He presses afinger against Tony’s hole, circling it without
pushing in.

“Okay...got it. I'll catch,” Tony says with agrin.

Gibbs moves his hand to Tony’s cock, and Tony mewls with pleasure at the sudden firm
touch. He looks up to find Gibbs grinning down on him, a feral expression on his face. Gibbs
then proceeds to give to Tony the kind of exquisite hand job that Tony has been giving to him
these past few days, returning the favour with interest. He takes Tony right to the brink of
orgasm and then moves his hand away, leaving Tony whimpering in disappointment.

“Not yet.” Gibbs takes the bottle of oil from Tony’s hand and pours some on his fingers.
Then he pushes Tony’s legs open again and slides a finger into his hole.

“Okay...that’s good for me,” Tony pants, opening up wider to let another finger in. HE's so
aroused that he’ s impatient, pulling Gibbs down on top of him, trying to get him to hurry it
along.

Gibbs stops and pulls back. “No...thistime we do it properly,” he says firmly, and he slides
his fingers back inside Tony’ s body and opens him up, stretching him until he’ s wide and
ready.

Tony wants him inside him so much he can hardly stand any more delay, and eventually he
knocks Gibbs' s hand away, grabs his hips, and then guides his hard cock towards his waiting
hole.

It’stight, and his hole feels stretched impossibly wide around Gibbs's big cock asit goesin,
but it doesn't hurt the way it did back in the pit last week. It feels so good he instantly wants
more, and he pulls Gibbs into him so he’s fully immersed in his body and holds him there,
never wanting to let him go.

Gibbs puts his hands on either side of Tony’s head and gently kisses his mouth again, kiss
after kiss after kiss, soft, loving, warm, gentle and so intense. Tony knows what Gibbsis like
when he's focused, but he’ s never been the object of that focus before, and it’ s thrilling and
scary at the same time.,

Gibbs kisses his eyelids, his cheeks, and his forehead and then dives back into his mouth
again, opening his lips with a sweet thrust of histongue. Tony can feel Gibbs's hard cock
fully lodged inside his body, joining them together. His own cock is pressed between their
bellies, pulsing urgently.



Gibbs takes histime. He kisses Tony repeatedly, not moving, his cock rigid inside Tony’s
hole. Then he slowly moves his hips back and glides back in again. It’s smooth and
controlled, and he never takes his eyes off Tony’s face as he moves inside him. He pauses on
every inward thrust to kiss Tony again and then draws back. In and kiss...back...in and
kiss...back. Tony reaches down and grasps his own cock, diding his hand along it and
rubbing hard in time to Gibbs's thrusts. He lifts his head eagerly to meet Gibbs' s kisses, his
body quivering with pleasure as Gibbs speeds up, his cock snagging Tony’s prostate with
each deep thrust, making white sparks flash behind his eyes.

Tony comes, the moment lost in a sweeping haze of pleasure. Gibbs thrusts a couple more
times and comes too, blinking almost in surprise as he shudders out an orgasm. He hangs
there for a moment, looking down on Tony, and then he sighs and collapses on top of him,
claiming another kiss. Tony wraps his arms around him, and they stay there for along time,
Gibbs lying on top of him, kissing his mouth gently. No tongues this time, just light, butterfly
caresses of lipson lips.

Gibbs is shivering, and Tony isn't sure if that’s from the sweat drying on him or the
overwhelming emotion of the moment. It felt so intense and passionate, and he’s all too
aware of how long Gibbs has been locked up in here, refusing to take comfort in sex or
human companionship. He holds Gibbs tight against his own body, warming him until the
shivering subsides.

Eventually, Gibbs withdraws and slides over onto the mattress beside him. Tony turns,
tugging the blankets over them both, and they lie there in the dark, just gazing at each other.
Tony’s hand is on Gibbs' s hip, and Gibbs's leg is slung over Tony’s legs, skin pressed
against skin. Their situation is just as hopeless now as it was when Gibbs returned from the
fight, and yet somehow everything has changed and anything is possible.

Gibbs smiles tiredly and moves a hand to gently stroke Tony’s hair.

“How long...?" Gibbs' s voice is hoarse, and he coughs to clear histhroat, but Tony knows
what he’s asking.

“Ten years. Why else do you think | stayed and put up with such a bad-tempered bastard of a
boss?’

Gibbs gives him alazy grin and taps his hand half-heartedly on Tony’s head. As head-slaps
go, it'sapale imitation of the ones he’s used to, and yet it’ sthe first one Gibbs has given him
in over five months and for that reason alone it makes Tony break into a wide, insane smile
of happiness.

Gibbs wraps an arm around him and pulls him close and alittle while later Tony falls asleep,
his head resting on Gibbs's shoulder.

It must be hours later when he wakes up and finds Gibbs still gazing at him in the dark. He
wonders if Gibbs has slept at all, or if he's just been lying there, looking at him all thistime,
watching over him as he sleeps.

“Whassup?’ Tony whispers.



Gibbs levers himself up on his elbow and rests a hand on Tony’' s chest. “1 wasthe same as
you...when | first got here. It's been so long, I’d almost forgotten.”

Tony runs his fingers over the short grey stubble covering Gibbs's head. He likes the feel of
it, but he likes the way Gibbs bows his head and lets him do it even more. It’s like the wolf is
almost tame.

“We stole the supplies truck, Tony,” Gibbs says quietly. He sits up, and Tony sits up too,
gathering the blanket around them. “There was this Marine — Gunnery Sergeant Benjamin
Harris.” He glances sideways at Tony, atiny smile on his lips. “He was about your age.
Brave. Smart. Talked alot. Liked movies.”

“I like the sound of him.” Tony grins.

“He could be apain in the ass, but you got used to him after awhile.” Gibbs quirksagrin
back at him. “I knew he was someone | could rely on, so | told him my plan. I'd got taking to
Pete, and | knew about the cell phone and the smart card. One day, Ben and me pulled supply
truck duty on purpose, and we managed to steal that truck right out from under their noses.
Had it all planned — went like clockwork. | got the fighters organized so some of them created
adiversion in the gym. The guards ran off to handle it, leaving only one of them guarding us.
Ben stole the smart card and got the doors open, and | knocked the guard out and stole his
gun. Then Ben got into the truck beside me, and we drove straight out of there.”

Gibbs leans forward and wraps his arms around his knees, and Tony watches him, waiting.

“It was dark out there, and we didn’t have a damn clue where we were, but we were out. |
drove us across the open land at about 100 miles an hour, looking for a road somewhere. We
were free. | could smell the freedom, Tony. We were so damn close.” Gibbs drops his head
and looks down at the floor. “Ben got the cell phone out of the box, and | asked him to dial
your number.”

“Mine?

“Yeah. Knew you'd get McGee to figure out where we were and send help.”

“So what happened? | never got the call.”

“No, you didn't get the call.” Gibbs s silent for awhile, staring into space. “There was no
service on the damn cell phone. I'm not sure where the hell we are, but it must be wilderness,
out in the middle of nowhere. | kept on driving, but it’s private land, and there were no roads
—not that | found anyway. It just goes on and on...miles of dirt track. Never even saw a
road.”

Heturnsto look at Tony. “They found us. They shot out the truck’s tyres and surrounded us.
Had us at gunpoint, so we surrendered. They brought us back to the stable, herded all the
fighters out into the main room, and....”

“They killed Ben,” Tony says quietly.



“Y eah. | was winning too many fights by that stage for them to kill me, but Ben was
expendable. They made him kneel down, and put a bullet in the back of his head. Then...”
His hands form into tight fists, his body tensing. “ Then they got Brian — the kid who couldn’t
fight —the one they were always bullying. He wasn't even involved in the escape, but they
knew I liked him, so they made him kneel down in front of me...”

He pauses for along time. Then he looks a Tony again, his face expressionless. “They lined
up three of the other fighters on one side. Said | had to kill Brian, or they’d kill al the others.
Three lives against one —my choice. | pull the trigger and kill Brian, or they kill the other
three men.”

“Don’'t tell me —that was Ellis'sidea,” Tony says quietly.

“Yeah. Like | said, he doesn't need to lay afinger on you to make it hurt.”
“So you did it. You killed Brian.”

Gibbs nods. “Object lesson. | didn’t try to escape again.”

Now it all makes sense. Tony puts a hand on Gibbs' s shoulder and squeezes. No wonder
Gibbs shut everyone out after that. It wastoo dangerous for him to get close to any of them
and make them a possible target. Gibbs shut down not because he wanted to, but because he
had to.

“See, way | amisn’t because | love the fighting so much — although you're right — a part of
me does love it,” Gibbs says, with the weary, brutal honesty of a man who knows his own
weaknesses all too well. Gibbs glances at him sideways. “The way | amis because I’ m just
trying to keep everyone safe, only way | know how, Tony.”

*

Gibbs sitsthere, looking at Tony inthe dimly lit stall. He feels like atin can that Tony has
been opening up, bit by bit, ever since he arrived here, and now the contents are spilling out
all over the place, and he has no idea how to put them back. He doesn’t even want to try.

In opening up those parts of himself that he shut down, it’s like he’'s lost control of the
process. Now it’s all coming out, not just going back five months, but going back ten years.
He's spent an entire decade trying to deny what he felt for Tony, to keep it out and push it
away, but he doesn’'t have it in him to do that anymore. He can’t keep shovelling his feelings
down and locking them up.

Tony iswatching him, but then Tony has been watching him for the past ten years, waiting
for him to make a move. Why the hell did it take him so long?

“What did Ellis do to you today?’ Gibbs asks quietly.
There’ s a haunted look in Tony’s eyes. Gibbs recognizes it because he’s seen it in Sam’s

eyes, and Matt’'s, and Greg's, and reflected back at him in the mirrorsin the showers all too
often. It’swhat this place doesto you.



“Tony?’ He squeezes Tony’s leg.
“That guy | told you about —the one Sam beat up in the pit last week...”

“After they shot Steve?” Gibbs can still remember the look in Hurrell’ s eyes when he
returned to the truck. He'd found a dark wolf of his own and fed it that night.

“Yeah. | got talking to him. He was pretty sick...dying. He said his name is Rajul. | asked
Ellisto get him medical treatment.”

“That was never going to happen.” Gibbs wraps his arms around his legs, feeling very old
and very tired. He's been here too long.

“I know. | suppose | just had trouble getting my head around the fact that it is that brutal here,
no matter how many times you told me. Anyway...Ellis shot him. Then he had me clean up
the stall and the body. Took me awhile.” Tony gazes at him almost defiantly in the dimly lit
stall.

“That’s not all that happened.” Gibbs has been in enough interrogations to know when he's
not hearing the whole truth.

Tony sighs. “No. Elliswanted to give me ataste of what it was like in the pit. | had to jerk
off...he gave me thirty seconds, or he shot Rajul.”

“That sounds like Ellis.” Gibbs can feel his jaw tightening. He looks at Tony searchingly and
sees shame there, but no guilt. “You did it, didn’t you? Y ou managed it?’

“Yes. Just about did it in time — by thinking of you.” Tony gives him a ghost of a smile. “But
he shot Rajul anyway. The bastard just turned around and shot him, in cold blood. Gibbs,
how do you do it in the pit? How the hell can anyone do it?’

“Because you have to.” Gibbs shrugs. “Y ou found that out, Tony. If you don’t someone dies,
might be you, might be the other guy, but it’ll be one of you. So you haveto do it.”

He doesn't want to think about the pit and what he’s done there, and he really doesn’t want to
think about what will happen out there next Fight Night, but he knows they’re both thinking
about that anyway.

“What are we going to do?’ Tony asks.

“I’ll think of something.” He turns his head to look at Tony, alittle grin on his face. “Do not
try and steal adamn cell phone.”

Tony laughs. “I won't. But I'd rather die than be a puppet in this freak show, so if that’s what
it comesto, that’swhat 1’ll do, Gibbs.”

“I hear you, Tony. Just give me some time to think before you do anything stupid.”

He feels like he’s waking up after along sleep; not just afive month sleep, but twenty years,
going all the way back to losing Shannon and Kelly. He thought he felt alive out there in the



pit, but Tony just showed him a different definition of feeling alive, and he likes this one a
hell of alot better.

He gazes at Tony’ stousled hair and familiar features. He's been looking at them along time
and trying not to see them for what they meant to him. Now he knows, but right at the point
when it’stoo late. They probably only have this one week left together and then it all gets
blown to hell.

He moves the blankets aside, lies down, and places his head on Tony’s chest. Then he pulls
the blanket up over them both and wraps his arms around Tony’ s body. He holds him tight
and listensto the steady beat of his heart under his ear.

Now he has him, he never wants to let him go.

*

Tony rests his fingers on Gibbs's shorn head; the silver stubble is smooth under his fingertips.
“Why do they shave your head?’

“Hair gives an opponent something to grab and bring you down. It’s a weakness you can'’t
afford in the pit. Frank shaves all the fighters the day before afight.”

“I didn’t recognize you when | first saw you.”
“Didn’t recognize you, either.”

“No, but for different reasons.” Gibbs glances up at him. “Y ou weretoo far gone, Gibbs. |
wasn't even sure you were in there.”

“You sure now?’ Gibbs's eyes are gleaming wolfishly in the dark stall.
“Getting there,” Tony says quietly.
“What’s missing?’

“Apart from your hair?’ Tony grins, and Gibbs reaches up and slaps his head lazily again. It
feels good to have some genuine intimacy with the man, an intimacy that isn’t about sex. God
knows, he never exactly expected Gibbs to be playful, but drawing out the white wolf is
proving to be arevelation. “Did you ever read the Narnia books, Gibbs?’ Tony asks.

Gibbs has always been used to the way his mind skips around, so Tony isn’t surprised that he
takes this particular change of subject in his stride.

“Yeah. Used to read themto Ke...” He stops short. “Used to read ‘em,” he amends, but they
both know what he was going to say. Tony runs his thumb soothingly over the silver stubble
on his head.

“My mom used to read them to me when | was a kid. There was this one bit that always got
to me. It was when they had Aslan tied up on the table of stone. Mom used to laugh at me
because they had him tied up, the rope cutting into his paws, and they were taunting him and



mocking him and about to slaughter him...but the one thing that really upset me was that they
shaved off his mane. He didn’t seem like Aslan without his mane. It showed how much
they’d changed him, brought him down to their piss poor level, and made him weak.” He
pauses for a moment, still stroking Gibbs's shorn hair. “Nobody likes seeing their heroes that
way.”

“I don’t have any magic from before the dawn of time, Tony,” Gibbs saystiredly.

“Sure you do. You're Gibbs.” Tony grins down at him. He's never yet lost faith in Gibbs, and
he doesn’t intend to start now. He figures the white wolf inside Gibbs just needs more
feeding to get up to full strength and when it does, Walid and the other bastards running this
sick freak show had better watch out.

Gibbs glances up at him, a puzzled, almost bemused expression on his face. Maybe he'd
forgotten just how much faith Tony has always had in him. Tony is glad he reminded him
because Gibbs suddenly moves up, takes Tony’ s head between his hands, and kisses him on
the mouth. It’slong, deep, and slow, and so incredibly focused and intense that it makes Tony
shiver.

After all these years of nothing, now it seemsthat Gibbs can’'t keep his hands off him. Then
again, that’s not surprising; Gibbs never does anything by halves. While he was keeping
Tony out he was doing it with all his might, and now he's letting him in, he’s giving that his
all too. That’s classic Gibbs.

How long it’ll last is another matter, but not one Tony wants to think about right now. Heis
under no illusions about this. Gibbs is lonely and desperate; Tony isn’t expecting him to still
want to be this close when that isn’t the case anymore...if that ever happens.

Gibbs finishes kissing him and looks down on him, his hands still cupping Tony’s face. Tony
gazes back up at him, completely in thrall to the intensity of that dark-eyed gaze. It’s aimost
as if Gibbs' swhite wolf is visibly drawing strength from him, drinking it in thirstily, and it’s
so compelling Tony can’'t look away. Then the moment passes, and Gibbs drops a more
casual kiss on his mouth and releases him.

Gibbs moves over to lie down next to him, one arm slung possessively over Tony’s naked
body, keeping him close. Tony moves in even closer; if they don’t have long, he wantsto
make the most of it.

They’re holding each other so tight that Tony can feel every rib and hard muscle in Gibbs's
body. Tony rests his chin on Gibbs' s shoulder, Gibbs rests his hand on Tony’ s ass, and they
fall asleep that way.

When the klaxon wakes them the next day, Tony knows immediately it’ |l be different now.
For agart, Gibbs leans across and presses a brief kiss to his hair before getting to his feet. Up
until now, whatever intimacy they’ ve shared at night has been forgotten during the day.

What’s also different is the way he's treated by the people running this place. Nobody gave a
damn about his training regime last week, but now, the minute he steps foot in the gym Frank
comes over to him.



“Scott tells me you're going up against Mcintyre in the pit next week,” he says, looking Tony
up and down with an assessing gaze. “Y ou won't win.”

“So people seem to think,” Tony replies stonily.

Frank gives a little bark of alaugh. “Even Leroy will struggle against Mac, and you're no
Leroy.”

“Don’t under-estimate Tony,” Gibbs cutsin from where he’ s busy taping his fingers nearby.
“He' s killed atrained Mossad Kidon, and he once took out an armed man while beat up and
tied to a chair.”

“Thanks, Boss.” Praise from Gibbs israre, so Tony laps that up.

“Besides, | taught him everything he knows,” Gibbs adds, patting Tony’s face lightly as he
passes him by on his way to the boxing ring.

“He’ s got a broken hand, he' s carrying too much fat and not enough muscle, and he has
virtually zero experience in the pit. Hewon't win,” Frank says again, shaking his head.

“Again with the weight jibes. I’'m not fat, am |, Boss?’ Tony asks mournfully, although in
truth, standing beside Gibbs who has been in training for months, he can see the difference.

“Nah. Just cuddly.” Gibbswinks at him.

Tony looks a Frank, and Frank looks back at him, and Tony can see his own incredulous
expression mirrored on Frank’s face. Did Gibbs just *wink* at him? Gibbs, who hasn’t
cracked a smile for weeks, and who spends every day in the gym pounding a punching bag
into submission with a grim expression on his face? Maybe that white wolf is closer to the
surface than he thought.

“C'mon, Tony. Get that bubble butt in here,” Gibbs says with an impatient jerk of his head
towardsthe ring. “I’ll go through some moves with you.”

Somehow, Tony doesn’'t think these moves will be as much fun as the moves Gibbs showed
him last night, but he strides over there and getsinto the ring anyway. Frank follows.

Gibbs isn't messing about. This is nothing like the tutorials Tony got back at NCIS, and he
thought those were bad enough. But when he lands on his back with Gibbs straddling his
chest for the fourth time in as many minutes he puts up his hands in surrender.

“Damn it — go easy, Boss.”

“Mclntyre won't,” Gibbs snaps.

Tony is about to growl aretort when McGuire calls him out to visit the doctor.

For once, Tanner doesn’t appear to be coked off his head. In fact, he seemsirritable and

depressed. He undoes the bandage around Tony’ s fingers to check on them with jerky
movements of his hands, making Tony wince.



“Fingers take about five or six weeksto heal. These are nowhere near healed. 1’1l re-bandage
them but it’ s kinda pointless because Mac will probably just break them again the minute you
step into the pit.” Tanner gives a shrug.

He puts a fresh bandage on Tony’ s fingers, glances at his notes, and then back at Tony.
“Look, let’s be honest, after Fight Night you won't be in this stable, so there’s no point to all
this, but Scott wants you to at least put up afight to entertain the crowd, so I’m going to give
you the maximum dose.”

He pulls a syringe from a box and fills it with liquid from avial.
“Maximum dose?’ Tony asks, gazing at the syringe anxiously.

“Yeah —we'll get you nice and pumped up for the pit. | wouldn’t normally start a new fighter
on adose this high, but we don’t have time to finesse you, and it’s not asif Scott plans on
keeping you anyway. Thisisjust for the fun of it.”

“Fun for who?’ Tony raises a sceptical eyebrow.
Tanner gives anasty grin. “Well, not for you, Tony, that’s for sure.”
“Are there any side effects?’

“Plenty.” Tanner shrugs. “Look, we're not asking your permission here, Tony. Thisisn't
some nice, safe clinical trial. Scott wants you doped up to the eyeballs, so that’s what’s gonna

happen.”

“I don’t respond well to drugs,” Tony says nervoudly. “Even painkillers make me go loopy,
so | really don’t think thisis agood idea.”

“Aw —really?” Tanner says, in atone of false sympathy. “Sorry, Tony, | think you're
mistaking me for someone who gives a damn.”

He nods his head at McGuire, and Tony finds his arm grabbed. He's pulled off his chair and
forced over the steel table. He can’t do anything. He can’'t get away or refuse the drugs. He
can only stand there, helpless, as Tanner jabs the needle into his ass and injects all that junk
into his bloodstream. He hates that he has no control over what is being done to him, and he
gets ataste of the frustrated anger Gibbs must feel about being forced to take this medication
week after week.

His skin feelsred and itchy even before he's left the infirmary. McGuire escorts him back to
the gym where Gibbs takes one look at him then grabs his shoulder and hauls him back into
the ring and tells him to get fighting.

Tony doesn't need any encouragement. He can feel the blood thumping in his veins, making
him hungry for something, although he’s not sure what. He goes after Gibbs, fists flailing, but
Gibbsistoo fast and too good for him as usual.



Gibbsistalking to him, but he can't hear anything except the sound of his own blood rushing
through his body. He feels a huge surge of energy, and he bounces, feints, and swings as he
pursues Gibbs around the ring, fists flailing.

Suddenly the floor disappears from under him, and he finds himself lying on his back looking
up at Gibbs, and — damn it — his cock is ramrod hard.

“Shit.” He turns his face away, feeling his face redden. He' s used to being naked in front of
the other fighters, but he's never been hard before, and it’s embarrassing. His mind is full of
images of shoving Gibbs up against awall and burying himself balls deep in his ass; of
holding Ellis down while he punches him, over and over again; of grabbing afistful of
Scott’s hair and crashing his head into the wall; of getting hold of that bastard Walid and....

“Tony!” Gibbs slaps him hard across the face. “Focus,” Gibbs growlsin his ear.

“Can’t...oh shit...shit, Gibbs. How the hell do you survive this?I’'m...l want to...” He gazes
up at Gibbs helplessly.

“I know.” Gibbs pats his face gently where he slapped him. “I know, DiNozzo. Y ou want to
fight, and you want to fuck, and that’s all you want to do right now.”

Tony feels another surge of rage. He wantsto shove Gibbs off, to push him down, to pummel
him into the ground and then to fuck him through the floor. He heaves upwards and succeeds
in dislodging Gibbs from his chest, but Gibbs just flips him over onto his front and sits on his
back, holding him down with a vice-like grip on his shoulders.

“Y ou have two choices, DiNozzo,” Gibbs hisses in hisear. “Y ou control it, or you give into
it. What’s it to be?’

“Fuck you!”

Tony feels Gibbs grabbing a handful of his hair, and then his face is shoved down onto the
floor.

“Find something to be angry about. Channel the anger. But never let the anger control you or
it"ll destroy you,” Gibbs hissesin his ear. “Now, what are you angry about, Tony?’

“Y ou sitting on my goddamn back!” Tony says immediately.

“Good. What else?’

“Being here! Being locked up. | hate being locked up. | want to...” A surge of helpless fury
floods through his body, and he pushes up against Gibbs, only to find his face being slammed
effortlessly back onto the floor.

“I told you — control the anger or it will destroy you.”

Tony doesn't careif it does. He just wants to give into it, to fight, and fuck, and lose himself
in the rage that’s coursing through his veins.



“What else?’ Gibbs demands, forcing him to think.

“Vance and his refusal to damn well listen; Jenny and her stupid fucking vendetta against the
frog and how she screwed me over because of it; the way McGee eats those Nutter
Butters...crunch, crunch, crunch.”

“Good. Keep going.”

“Ziva, accusing me of jealousy all the time — what the hell is that about? What am | damn
well supposed to be jealous of ? The fact that she has a love life with CIRay, and | don’t after
| split with EJ? Damn it — maybe | am.”

“More.”

Gibbs' sfist is still tight in his hair, keeping him immobilized, forcing him to think when all
he wants to do is fight.

“You! You and the way you'd go al lone wolf on us every single time Mike Franks came to
town or something personal came up. | hate the way you always cut me out of anything
personal, like I’ m not the loyal schmuck who stuck around all these years, who always has
your six, who covers for your sorry ass, and who pulled you out of a car when you were
drowning.”

He feels another surge of anger and tries to push back and shove Gibbs off him again. Gibbs
thumps his head forwards one more time.

“You're not done yet,” Gibbs growlsin his ear.

“Fornell...now | am jealous of him, and the way you talk to him, and hang out with him,
while loyal schmuck over here doesn't get alook in.” He pauses for breath.

“Don’'t stop now. You'reon aroll.” Tony thinks he can hear a note of amusement in Gibbs's
voice.

“My dad — for al the lies, and the spin, and for making me believe all his stupid stories. For
always telling me what to do, and how to do it, and for the eternal disappointment he feels
about his only son not being the chip off the old block he wanted. And for never being there.
For never damn well being there when | wanted him...for every single, lonely second of my
fucked up childhood...”

He's so angry he's practically choking with rage.

“And my mom...my mom for dying and leaving me alone with him...”

He gives an angry sob, his body shaking with rage.

“That’sit. Get it all out, DiNozzo.” Gibbs' s voice is an anchor, keeping him grounded,

bringing him back to himself. “And find a way to master it, or it’ll drive you insane. Trust
me. | *know*. Now what else?’



“Pizzal | am so sick of all this healthy food. | want a goddamn pizza!”

That seems to break something inside, and Tony takes afew deep breaths, blinking as rivulets
of sweat fall into his eyes. Gibbs is right; he needs to focus. Slowly, gradually, he calms
down and gets himself under control. And slowly, gradually, Gibbs releases his hold on him,
although he stays on top of him, keeping him down. Only when Tony is breathing normally
again does Gibbs let him up and haul him to his feet.

Tony feels like awreck. He rubs an arm over his eyes to wipe away the combination of sweat
and angry tears. Throughout this entire humiliating experience, his cock has remained rock
hard and vivid images of sex continue to flash through his mind.

“With me...now,” Gibbs orders, and he strides out of the ring and takes Tony to the restroom
next door. A guard follows — one of the guards always follows Gibbs wherever he goes—he's
their prize asset. They do at least let him use the toilet unsupervised though.

Gibbs pushes him through the restroom door, one hand on his shoulder, slams him back
against the wall, and then goes down on his knees and takes Tony’ s hard cock in his mouth.
It's such a blessed relief to feel that warm pressure around his cock that Tony shouts out. He
grabs hold of Gibbs's head, but Gibbs shakes him off with alook of annoyance. Then he goes
back to swallowing Tony's cock clumsily again.

It’s not exactly the best blowjob Tony has ever had, but it’s one of the most welcome. It
doesn't take much before he can feel himself coming. Gibbs draws back, getting to his feet
again as Tony shoots out onto the restroom floor. Tony breathes heavily and thumps his head
back against the wall with a bang. It’ staken the edge off; now he can at least think straight.

“Better?’ Gibbs slaps his cheek lightly, bringing him around, and Tony gives atight, grim
nod.

“Y eah. Thanks. And, you know, sorry.” He makes a little face.

Gibbs grabs his head, pullsit forward, and rests his forehead against Tony’s. “Never
apologise,” he hisses fiercely, and Tony can feel his thumb rubbing up and down his neck
soothingly.

“I know. Sign of weakness,” Tony mutters feebly, managing a little grin all the same.

“Good boy.” Gibbs pulls back, plants a little kiss on his mouth, and then turns and leaves.
Tony takes another deep breath and then follows.

*

Gibbs watches Tony like a hawk for the rest of the day. Tony's just about holding it together,
but barely. He doesn't blame him. He knows what it’s like to have the drugs make you think

and feel things that confuse and enrage you, and Tony got a massive dose without any build-

up. That hasto driving him nuts.

Frank wears Tony out with atough exercise regime designed to test his limits and that seems
to help; the constant activity is an outlet for the aggression and sexual frustration.



Tony looks exhausted and subdued by the time they return to their stall later that night. He's
hard again, despite several more trips to the rest room during the course of the day when
Gibbs knows he jacked off.

“That stuff | said earlier.” Tony runs a shaky hand through his hair, making it stick up even
more than it isalready. “I didn’t mean it.”

“Yeah, you did, and you're right. I’ ve been a shit to you.” Gibbs shrugs. “Y ou have always
had my six, Tony, and | have always shut you out.”

“That an apology?’ Tony gives him a faded smile.
“No.” Gibbs glares at him. “But you deserved better.”
“Then why did you do it?’

“Anger: thought | couldn’t have you. Thought | shouldn’t want you. Fear: only been in love
once before, Tony, and that nearly killed me; didn’t want to do it again.”

Tony looks gtartled, and Gibbs wants to smack his stupid head. “Y ou didn’t figure it out? |
thought you damn well knew! After last night...”

“I assumed you were just lonely. And, you know, horny.” Tony grins.

“It’s been five months, and | never touched any of the other fighters outside the pit or let
them touch me. Y ou were the only one, Tony, despite all the damn drugs. I’d never have let
anyone else get close theway | let you. You think if it was McGee in here with me, I'd have
let him touch me like that?’ Gibbs feels irrationally irritated by the fact Tony hasn’t figured it
out. “Christ, Tony, I've been in love with you for just as long as you have with me!”

“Love? Leroy Jethro Gibbs actually usesthe ‘I word?’ Tony gives him a smug, shit-eating
grin.

Gibbsrolls his eyes. “Shut up and get your ass over here.”

Tony comes easily into hisarms, and it feels so good to have him there, where he belongs.
Gibbs kisses him, loving the softness of his mouth, and the way his lips open up to let himin.

He pushes him down onto the mattress, finds the oil, and spreads it on his fingers. Tony lies
there with his legs open, looking up at him, his lips swollen from kissing and his hair sticking
up in points. Gibbs gets hard immediately, just looking at him.

There' s always been something so sexual about Tony. It’s something about his mouth, and
the way he moves, something about how he lovesto tease, and how he’s always stood too
close on purpose, getting into his space to demand his attention; something about the way
he’'s always danced around him, taunting him to get arise out of him and invite a head-slap;
something about the gleam in those mischievous green eyes and his constant need for Gibbs
to notice him.



Tony exudes a sensuality that has been driving Gibbs nuts for years. He's always wanted to
tame that teasing mouth and to sink his cock into Tony’s ass and make him scream with
pleasure.

Gibbs strokes Tony' s soft, golden skin with oily fingers. He trails them over his chest, circles
anipple, and squeezes gently, loving the way Tony arches up into him, responding so eagerly
to every touch.

Gibbs moves his fingers down and stretches Tony’ s hole, eliciting little panting moans from
him. When he' s done stretching him, Gibbs slicks oil onto his own cock and positions
himself between Tony’s legs. He slides into Tony’ s waiting hole, and at the same time grasps
Tony's cock in his oily hand.

“Oh shit...oil feels good...was rubbing it raw...” Tony hisses.

Gibbs grins down on him and begins to thrust with long, slow, powerful strokes, loving the
feel of Tony’swarm heat milking his cock. He pauses to kiss Tony regularly as he thrusts,
and Tony opens up even more, helping him sink balls deep into his body. It feels so damn
good and before long they both come.

Afterwards, he drags Tony into hisarms and lies there, his nose buried in Tony’s hair,
inhaling the scent of him. It feels so good. He feels strong and powerful, as if nothing can
defeat him, and yet he knows that isn’t the reality of their situation.

Tony turnsin hisarms and looks at him. “When you sucked me off in the restroom earlier, |
got the feeling you hadn’t done that in along time.”

“Yeah.” Gibbs strokes his hand along Tony’ s thigh, unwilling to volunteer any more
information than that.

“Look, | get it, neither of us likes talking about this kind of shit —that’s why it took ten years
to get us herein the first place. But, see, thething is, we don't have another ten yearsto
figure this out. We probably only have a few more days, and I'd like to fill in some of the
gaps before the world comes crashing down around us.”

Gibbs shifts uncomfortably. “Liked guys when | was ateenager,” he says. “ Jerked a few off.
Sucked a few off. Then Shannon came along, and | never looked at another guy again. Never
wanted to. Assumed it was just a phase.”

He' s quiet for along time, until Tony nudges him. He swallows down hard. Talking about
himself has never come easy to him, but Tony’ sright; they don’t have much time, and he
owes him this.

“After shedied...” His voice comesout in acroak, and he clears his throat and tries that
again. “After Shannon died, | didn’t think about it too much. | just chased after every redhead
| could find in the hopeit’d feel like it did with her all over again. Thought | could find her in
those women, but she was long gone, and | ended up chasing shadows. Then you came
along.”

Tony is quiet for once, gazing at him with rapt atention.



“And it blind-sided me.” Gibbs shrugs. “Thought I’d never feel that way about anyone again,
least of all aguy. Wasn't expecting it. Couldn’t accept it. And buried it down deep so it
couldn’t fuck up both our lives.”

“Rule twelve,” Tony says quietly.

“There for areason. Getting involved with Jenny nearly got us both killed. And besides, you
never shut up about all the women you were dating. You sure as hell never gave any
indication that you like Harrison Ford as much as you like Kelly McGillis.” Gibbs givesa
little grin.

“Self-protection. | found out | liked guys at boarding school and then discovered girls at
summer camp.” Tony gives a lascivious grin, clearly relishing that memory. Then the grin
fades. “But my father always disapproved of every single thing | ever did, and | didn’t want
to give him any more ammunition. So | kept it quiet —it’s easier that way. | thought it
wouldn’t be a problem until I met you. Then | knew nobody else would ever do, so | was
stuck following you around like a puppy for the rest of my life. But being near you was better
than nothing at all, so | learned to live with it. Although sometimes | wanted to slap * you*
upside the head to make you notice me.”

“Oh, | noticed you plenty, Tony,” Gibbs says in arueful tone. “Just tried to pretend | didn’t.”
Tony startsto laugh, and Gibbs bites his shoulder gently. “What’s so funny, DiNozzo?’

“Just thinking...ten years, Gibbs! Ten long years we' ve had this between us, and we never
once said aword about it. It took shutting us up together in a steel box and breaking us down
with drugs to get us to admit we felt a damn thing for each other. There hasto be an easier
way of getting laid.”

Gibbs chuckles into Tony’s neck. “We're both stubborn bastards.”

“So, you like pitching, but have you ever wanted to try it the other way around?’ Tony asks,
gazing at him curiously. “It's good. | like it both ways.”

Gibbs tenses up. “No. Until they put me in the pit for the first time I’d never fucked any guy
up the ass, and I’m sure as hell not letting any guy do that to me. | made a vow they’d have to
kill me first.”

“Isthat part of what motivates you to win?’ Tony asks curiously.

“Yes,” Gibbs says firmly. He doesn't like the quizzical look in Tony’s eyes. He knows Tony
all too well; he'll take that as a challenge. “Not gonna happen, Tony.”

Tony grins and wraps his arms around him, nuzzling sleepily into the crook of his neck.
“Whatever you say, Jethro. Whatever you say.”

*



Tanner calls Tony into the infirmary twice a day to receive a cocktail of drugs. In the
morning he gets injected, and in the evening he’' s forced to drink a bottle of vile-tasting water
that makes him choke with every mouthful.

Tony doesn't have a clue what’s in the drugs being forced into his body, but he is all too well
aware of the effect they’re having on him. Even within a couple of days of the regime of
training and drug use, he can feel that his body is starting to become leaner and more
sculpted. Despite all the jibes, he wasn't fat before, but in comparison with Gibbs and Hurrell
his body was much softer. Now he can feel it start to harden up — in every respect.

His constant desire for sex wars with his need to fight, and mastering it is becoming
increasingly difficult. He's lucky that Gibbs is here to help; Gibbs not only knows how it
feels to be fed the same drugs, but he's also exactly the kind of hard taskmaster Tony needs
right now. Nobody else but Gibbs could get him to focus and learn how to control the
extreme sensations flooding through his body.

Gibbs takes him into the ring every day and makes him fight, hard and dirty. He doesn’t ever
let Tony get away with giving less than his all; he knows Tony too well for that. He also
makes sure Tony knows there are repercussions for letting his anger affect his fighting. Every
single time he loses it in the ring, Gibbs outmanoeuvres him, throws him face first onto the
floor, and shoves his arm up his back. Tony is held there, Gibbs growling into his ear, until he
gets himself under control again.

Gibbs might be a hard taskmaster in the ring, but he takes damn good care of Tony outside of
it. He pulls Tony into the restroom twice a day or more to suck him off and is just as diligent
at night, giving Tony exquisitely pleasurable hand jobs that help take the edge off his
overactive libido. He also sinks his hard cock into Tony’ s ass at least once a night, making
love to him with an attentive thoroughness that sends Tony spiralling into an ecstasy that has
nothing at all to do with the drugs.

But their days are numbered. Tony is aware that every passing day brings them closer to the
end. It’slike having a gun pointed perpetualy at his head, and that, combined with the
massive intake of drugs, makes him increasingly jittery.

He goes ballistic in the ring one afternoon, throwing himself around and raving at the top of
his voice. Gibbs circles him warily, avoiding his windmill-flailing fists, and then brings him
down with a swift jab of his hand and a sweep of his foot. Once again, Tony finds himself
chewing the mat while Gibbs holds him there, and once again Gibbs insists he go through a
litany of all the things making him angry.

“Put the anger into the fight; shove it down and bring it out when you need it,” Gibbstells
him for what feels like the hundredth time. “Find every single damn thing you're angry
about, channel that anger, focus it, and use it against your opponent.”

Tony’'s heard it al too often before, and he snaps. “1’m not like you, Gibbs!” he yells.
“Anger’s your thing, not mine! Y ou’ve practically made a career out of keeping it locked up
and letting it out when you need it. That’s not me though, and | don’t damn well want it to
be! | don’'t want to end up an angry, miserable old bastard like you!”



He can feel Gibbs relaxing his hold on him, and he knows he just went too far but he’ s too
angry to care. Gibbs hauls him up by the hair and propels him out of the ring and into the
restroom, Gibbs's personal guard tagging along behind as usual.

“What's going on?’ Gibbs asks the minute they're alone inside the restroom.

“| feel like a naughty puppy, or atoddler having a tantrum,” Tony snaps mulishly. “And I’'m
not either. | don't want to be pinned down and slapped around by you.”

“I’m trying to teach you how to fight!”

“What's the point?’ Tony asks in despair. “We all know | won't win against Mac. I'll be
beaten to a pulp, raped, pissed on, and then dragged back to his lair to be hisregular nightly
fuck toy. Shit, Gibbs — what’s the point of any of this? Y ou, me, us—the little world we' ve
created in here to get usthrough this nightmare — it’s all going to end in afew days time.”

“No!” Gibbs slams his hand onto the wall beside Tony’s head.

“Yes! And you not talking about it and pretending it’s not going to happen doesn’t help! We
need a plan! We have to find a way to escape — we need to find a cell phone — we need to get
the hell out of here, not just sit around and wait for the worst to happen.”

“No,” Gibbs says again.

“Look, | understand what happened before, with Ben and Brian. | get that it’'sahugerisk. I'm
just saying it’s arisk worth taking because I’ m looking at something worse than death here.”

“No.” Gibbs shoves him back against the wall. “Y ou can beat Mclntyre, Tony. Y ou beat
Rivkin, and I’ ve seen you take down plenty of bad guys. Mac is overconfident and over-
rated. I’mworking you so hard because | know you can beat that lumbering, puffed-up idiot.”

“No, Gibbs.” Tony rests his head back against the wall wearily. “They’re not even sure * you*
can beat, Mac, s0 | don't stand a chance in hell.”

“Half the battle is mental. If you believe you can beat him then you can. Y ou need to find that
killer instinct, Tony.”

“I don’t haveit.” Tony shrugs. “I can be a bad ass, Gibbs, you know that, and | can take out
the bad guys when | have to. | can even kill when necessary. But killer instinct? No. Killer
instinct iswhat you’ ve got — not me.”

“Y ou’ ve got something better, Tony! Y ou’ve got the heart and courage of alion. You rise to
every single damn challenge. I’ ve seen it!”

“That’sit? That's all we've got to rely on? Merising to meet the challenge?’ Tony quirks a
disbelieving eyebrow. “1 thought you’ d been spending these past few days thinking up a plan
—some plan you didn’t want to tell me about for whatever goddamn secretive Gibbs reason.
But you're telling me THIS is your plan? Training me in one week — one damn week — to
defeat a man who is built like atruck and who has pummelled every single opponent he ever
met into the ground? Christ, Gibbs.” He shakes his head.



“No, Tony. No.” Gibbs takes hold of his shoulders and pulls him forward, looking into his
eyes. “You can do this. | know you can. Y ou said you had faith in me, and I’ ve got it in you. |
believe in you. You just need to believe in yourself.”

Tony stares a him uncertainly. If anyone could make him believe in himself it’s Gibbs, with
those intense blue eyes and that “thisisthe way it WILL be” attitude. Gibbs has the kind of
mental strength that means he could probably go out into the pit and defeat Mike Tyson if he
really put his mind to it. That’s *his* skill.

Tony has his own skills; he knows he's a fantastic investigator, aloyal friend, and that he's a
master of the arts of distraction and misdirection. But he doesn’'t have Gibbs's quality of
sheer bloody-mindedness. He admires that quality in Gibbs because what he loves most are
those aspects of the man’s character that he doesn’t possess himself; that’s part of the
attraction.

“I once told you not to die, and you didn’t,” Gibbstells him in alow, fierce voice. His faceis
right up close to Tony's, his strength of will radiating from every pore in his body. “Y ou had
afifteen per cent chance, Tony, but you lived because | told you to live. Y ou beat those odds,
and you can besat these.”

“So | can beat Mclntyre just because you tell me | can?’ Tony asks doubtfully.

“Yes. Yes!” Gibbs grasps Tony's face between his hands, and his certainty is compelling. He
leans in and kisses Tony on the mouth, and Tony can feel him transmitting his energy and
faith into him. He responds to the kiss eagerly. He can do this! Gibbsisright! He DID
survive the plague because Gibbs demanded it. Thisis no different. He can defeat Mac
because Gibbs tells him he can. That’s enough.

Gibbs draws back, still gazing at him intently. “Y es, Tony? Y es?’
“Yes.” Tony nods. “Yes!”

“Good boy.” Gibbs strokesthe side of his cheek with his thumb. “Now let’s get back to the
gym. | want to work on your agility. You're till too slow, and Mac is abig guy. He doesn’t
move fast. Speed will be one of your greatest assets in the pit.”

“I haveto piss. I'll follow you,” Tony says, going over to the urinal.

Gibbs nods and |leaves the restroom. As soon as he's gone, Tony’ sresolve startsto falter. It’s
all very well believing he can defeat Mac when Gibbs is standing right in front of him, urging
him on, but on Fight Night he’ll be alone out there in the pit, fighting for his life. He doesn’'t
have the months of experience that Gibbs has. He' s fought out in the pit once — and that was
against Gibbs.

He understands. He understands that Gibbs has seen what happens to fighters who try to
escape, and that he' strying to keep him safe, but he meant what he said a few nights ago.
He'd rather die than be Walid' s puppet in the ring, dancing to his tune. Gibbs might think the
best way out of thisisto fight and beat Mac, but Tony doesn’t agree.



He finishes pissing, washes his hands and then leaves the restroom...and stops. The guard
who accompanied them has returned to the gym with Gibbs, leaving him alone. He could go
to the infirmary; maybe he could overpower Tanner and use him as a hostage to make the
guards surrender agun...

He hears a noise from the big room at the end of the hallway and makes a quick decision. He
creeps silently along the hallway towards the sound, and, as he gets closer, he realizes the
supply truck has arrived and is being unloaded. He hides behind the door, watching as Pete
finishes unpacking the crates and then goes over and accepts a cigarette from McGuire. The
two of them sit there, smoking and chatting for a couple of minutes.

Then McGuire says something and jerks his head at Pete who nods, and the two of them walk
off in the direction of the guards room, leaving the truck completely unguarded.

It's a chance, and it might be the only chance he’ll get. One of Tony’'s strengths has always
been to see an opportunity and act on it, and he' s not about to pass on this one. He runs over
to the truck, getsinto the driver’s side, and fumbles for the box under the passenger seat. He
hears voices and ducks down benesth the steering wheel, holding his breath. The voices fade,
and he starts breathing again.

He takes the cell phone out of the box and jabs his fingers at it. “ No service” — the message
taunts him, and his gut clenches in frustration. He needs to go somewhere else...somewhere
further away.

He grabs the smart card and runs over to the big doors. He dlips the card in, and the doors
slowly open. It’s not ideal. There’s no way to close them again behind him — that has to be
done on the inside — but he doesn’t care. It’sarisk, but a calculated one. Right now, anything
seems more appealing than what lies in store for him on Fight Night.

The darkness outside takes him by surprise for a moment; he always forgets they’re on a
different daylight cycle, trapped away inside this big, steel structure. He takes a few seconds
to get his bearings, and then he runs out into the night.

He hides for a moment, pressed against the outside of the building, looking around. Gibbs
was right; it’s all wasteland. Clearly, thisis some big plot of private, undeveloped land that
Scott owns, right out in the middle of nowhere. Fine, then he'll run. He' Il be much less
conspicuous than the truck was when Gibbs drove that out; he’s one man on his own.

He leaves the comparative safety of the wall and speeds swiftly away from the building. His
pale skin will be the biggest giveaway in the dark, and he needs to get as much of a head start
as possible before they come looking for him.

He bends double and runs as fast as he can across the open ground. At least the drugs and
training have given him speed, and the adrenaline helps. He finds some brush, hunkers down
in the bushes, and tries the phone again. “ No service” .

“Just have to keep running, DiN0zzo,” he mutters. He hears a commotion in the distance, and
he knows they’ ve found the open doors, which means they’ re probably aware of the missing
cell phone too.



He remembers what Gibbs said about them being able to pack up the fighters and get them to
adifferent location in a matter of minutes. If they do that, then it’s pointless him escaping.
But if he can stay out of their reach for long enough to make the phone call, McGee will at
least know where he isand come looking for him. It'sa start, if nothing else.

He runs again, even faster than before, but it’s dark, and he loses his footing. He rolls over
sideways and falls down an incline. He comesto rest at the bottom of the slope and stays
there, listening out for his pursuers.

Silence. He' s about to get up when he hears the sound of barking dogs, and his heart sinks.
He might outrun or evade humans, but he doesn’t stand a chance against dogs. He's never
seen any dogs in the stable, but the fighters' lives are so tightly corralled that’s not surprising.
He's never seen where the food they eat is made, either, but there must be a kitchen on the
premises.

He has no intention of giving himself up, dogs be damned. He gets up and runs as fast as he
can through the bushes, his chest heaving. He can hear the sounds of his pursuers behind him,
much closer now, the dogs howling excitedly as they chase his scent.

A pain in his side makes him pause beneath a tree. He glances at the cell phone again, to find
it still says, “ No service.”

“Damn it!” He wantsto slam it into the side of the treein frustration, but that would defeat
the purpose.

He heaves in several deep breaths and then sets off again. What will they do when they catch
him? He remembers how they made Gibbs kill Brian. Would they do that again? Give Gibbs
achoice — the other fighters or him? Who would Gibbs choose? He knows the answer
without having to think about it; Gibbs would sacrifice the other fightersto save Tony'slife
but the choice would break him, so either way they’d lose each other for good.

He runs as fast as he can, an image replaying in his mind over and over again of him
kneeling, with a gun shoved into the back of his head. If he can just get far enough away, then
surely at some point the damn cell phone will work. He glances down at it and almost falls
over when he sees that there are two tiny connection bars; the service is faint, but it might
work.

He crashes into some nearby bushes and shakily dials the number McGee gave him. It’s like
one of those dreams where it’s so important to push the right buttons that he can’t do it. He
makes a mistake the first time, his hands shaking from a combination of drugs, adrenaline
and fear, but the second time he gets it right. He jams his finger onto the “Call” button on the
screen and it starts dialling.

He looks up as he hears the barking of the dogs nearby and then down again — and his heart
flips when he sees that the call isin progress. He only needs twenty-eight seconds. That’s all.
Twenty-eight seconds for McGee to do the automatic trace.

He lifts his head and looks &t the stars shining overhead in the dark night’s sky, counting
softly under his breath. “ Seven, eight, nine...c’ mon. C' mon!”



The sound of the dogs is getting closer and closer. He doesn’t have twenty-eight seconds. Not
even close. To buy time, he hides the phone on the ground under the bushes, puts his hands in
the air, and walks out to meet his pursuers.

Suddenly they’re all around him, swarming all over him, surrounding him. He's thrown face
down, forced onto his stomach in the mud, and his arms are pulled behind his back and
fastened there with rope. They pull it so tight that it cutsinto hiswrists, and he clamps down
hard on the cry of pain. There’'s alot of shouting and confusion, and he strugglesto breathe as
someone big plants a knee in the small of his back.

“Found it!” one of the guards yells, emerging triumphantly from the bushes, cell phone held
aloft.

Twenty-eight seconds... has it been that long? Tony cranes his head, looking up, and sees the
display on the phone. “ Call failed.”

At some point the phone lost connection. McGuire grabs the phone from the other guard, puts
it on the ground and shootsit, in a pointlessly dramatic gesture, killing it completely.

The guard behind him shoves his face down into the mud, and Tony closes his eyes, his
mouth full of dirt.

He sfailed.

Gibbs runs on the treadmill, one eye on the door. Tony never came back from the restroom,
and he could kick himself for not waiting there for him and escorting him back. He just
assumed he'd follow. Never assume! Never assume, damn it! It’s one of hisrules. He went
back to the restroom but Tony wasn’t there, and he didn’t like to draw attention to his
absence in case it got him into trouble — but where the hell is he?

It’s been over an hour now — he can see that by the display on the gym equipment.

What’ s happened? Why hasn’t Tony returned? Did Tanner catch him in the hallway and call
him in for amedical? It’s a bit late in the afternoon for that; it’s nearly dinnertime.

A little while ago two of the guards were called out a arun, leaving only one remaining in
the gym. They’ ve never left so few guarding them before.

The anxiety is churning in the pit of his stomach. Something iswrong. His gut is setting off
so many alarm bells that he can’t concentrate, and he jumps off the treadmill.

“Hey — Leroy! You have another fifteen minutes!” Frank yellsat him.
“Stick it!” Gibbs stalks towards the door, but the one remaining guard steps in front of him,

gun raised. He lifts the butt of the gun threateningly, aiming it towards Gibbs's jaw, and
Gibbs only just manages to jump back in time.



That’s unusual. They don’t normally dare touch him in case they injure him, and he can’t
fight in the pit, but the guard looks anxious, scared...just like Gibbs is feeling right now.

“What's going on?’ Gibbs asks urgently. “What’s happening?’
“Shut up and get back to your training,” the guard replies, hefting the gun warningly.

There' s only one guard and there are several trained fighters in the room. Frank might join in
and help the guard, but he never carries agun, so he should be relatively easy to overpower.
Gibbs glances around and sees Sam Hurrell walking towards him. Then Greg.

Maybe this istheir chance. It’s an opportunity at least. He doesn’t want to think about Ben, or
Brian, or his previous failed escape attempt. He moves forward sealthily, aware of Sam and
Greg coming up behind him, and Matt over on his flank.

“Keep away, or I'll blow your brains out,” the guard warns, edging back.

“Y ou do that, and Scott will blow your brains out. I’'m his champion remember?’ Gibbs
growls, moving in, feeling like he always does on Fight Night, in the pit. Thisis an opponent,
an adversary, and not a very impressive one. Gibbs can take him out, no trouble.

He prowls closer, feeling himself going into his fight zone:
Power...control...focus...strength...killer instinct...self-belief...

Even if the guard shoots him, the others will still be able to overpower him and get the gun so
it won't be wasted. It’s worth the risk. He glances over his shoulder to see the other fighters
coming up behind, and he can tell that they’re all up for it. If he leads, they’ |l follow.

He doesn't hesitate. He throws himself forward...and at that moment the door flies open and
awarning shot isfired into the air.

All the fighters scatter, running backwards as several guards charge into the room, all of them
armed. The moment has gone, the opportunity lost, but Gibbs doesn’t have time to think
about that because he sees someone being dragged into the room, covered in mud, his hands
tied behind his back.

“Tony!” Heruns forward but is sent flying backwards by a sharp crack to his jaw from the
butt of a gun. Hurrell catches him and then wraps a solidly muscled arm around him, holding
him tight to stop him running back again.

Tony's head is down, and Gibbs can't see if he'salive or if they’ ve dragged his corpse into
the room.

“Tony!” he yells again, and this time that gets aresponse. Tony’s head moves, and he glances
up, sraight at him.

Therelief at Tony being alive is soon outweighed by his fear about what they' re going to do
to him. Ellisis unwinding some rope, menacingly, from acoil in his hands.



“Tony decided he didn't like it here. Hetried to run,” Ellis announces to the room. There’'sa
dark glow in hiseyesthat Gibbsisall too familiar with, and he feels a knot of anxiety formin
his belly. “And I’m sure you all know how | feel about fighters who try to run.”

He looks at Gibbs and gives him a malicious smile.

“Y ou over-played your hand, Leroy. We all had to go soft on this one because he' s your
pussy boy. Well, not any more. Scott said to treat him like all the others after last Fight Night,
so that’swhat I’m going to do. No special treatment. He tried to escape, so he gets punished.”

He strides back over to Tony, grabs him by the hair, and pulls him up. Tony doesn’t make a
sound. Ellis shoves Tony onto his knees, and Tony looks straight at Gibbs, an expression of
mute appeal in his eyes. Gibbs knows what that appeal is about. He' s asking Gibbs not to lose
it and go ballistic because he knows that’s the one thing Gibbs wants to do right now.

He can feel hisfury rising up like atidal wave, and he struggles to get out of Hurrell’s arms.
Hurrell isn’t having any of it; he's seen that look in Tony’s eyes too, and he knows what it's
about. He just holds on more tightly, and he's a big guy.

Ellis unties the rope around Tony’ swrists, only to tie them again almost immediately, this
time in front of his body. Then he throws the loose rope from the other coil upwards so that it
catches over a hook in the ceiling. He ties that rope through the rope around Tony’ s wrists,
and then hauls him up so that his arms are stretched overhead, his whole body helpless and
exposed.

“No,” Gibbs says quietly.
Ellisjust grins at him and then slowly and deliberately removes the whip from his belt.

“| said no!” Gibbs storms forward, breaking out of Hurrell’s grip just as Ellis brings the first
hard whip stroke down on Tony’s exposed back, leaving along, red welt in its wake.

It takes three of the guards to catch Gibbs as he lunges at Ellis. They throw him down on the
ground and sit on him, keeping him down.

Ellis jerks his head at the guard sitting on his back. “Make him watch. | want him to see this.”

The guard grabs the sides of Gibbs's head and forces it up, so he’ s looking straight at Tony.
Tony looks back at him.

Ellislifts his arm again and begins whipping Tony in earnest, putting all his might into each
savage stroke. The sound of leather cracking onto skin is deafening, reverberating around the
gym. The fighters are all standing in a subdued huddle over to one side and most of them are
looking away. Some of them have their hands over their earsto block out the sickening
sound.

Gibbs keeps his gaze fixed on Tony, and Tony holds that gaze. He doesn’'t make a sound as
the whip slams into his body, making him jerk like afish on aline. He doesn't move, and he
doesn't scream. He doesn’'t do anything except look at Gibbs like he' s the only person in the
room.



Tony needs him to be here, like he was that day, years ago, when Tony was dying of the
plague in a hospital room at Bethesda. Tony can take any kind of punishment if Gibbs sees
him through it. So he keeps his gaze locked on Tony. He blocks out Ellis, and the other
fighters, and the guards, and Frank —who is standing by to one side, chewing anxiously on
his thumb.

Gibbs doesn't care about anything but keeping faith with Tony right now. He can’'t sop this,
but he can give Tony the strength to surviveit. It’ [| be bad — Ellis has been itching to do this
for along time — but Tony is strong. He's always been strong enough to take Gibbs, even at
hisworst, so he’s sure as hell strong enough to take Ellis at his worst too.

The sound of that whip cracking down on Tony’ s back is sickening. Gibbs can see flecks of
blood spraying out with each stroke, and he struggles again, pointlessly, against the men
holding him on the ground.

Tony’s head has started to hang down, but he’s still managing to maintain sporadic eye
contact with Gibbs. He hasn't uttered a single cry, and Gibbs feels a surge of pride, knowing
that Tony won't give Ellis that particular satisfaction. Then again, Gibbs has always known
that Tony is brave; it was the first thing Gibbs noticed about him when their paths crossed in
Baltimore a decade ago.

Tony is fading now. Gibbs has never known them whip a man so long before, and he has a
sudden real fear that Ellis means to whip Tony to death. He wriggles and shoves and manages
to dislodge the man sitting on his back, and then he tries to lunge over there to stop it, but he
doesn't get that far and is thrown back again. He gives a hoarse shout and reaches out, but
Tony's head is down now, and Gibbs can see that he's lost consciousness.

Gibbs howls, over and over again, the anger and anxiety combining with his own
helplessness to make him struggle pointlessly in the guards' arms. And then it'sover. The
sound of whip on flesh stops, and Ellis tucks the bloody whip back into his belt.

“That iswhat you get if you try and escape,” he tells the assembled fighters, in a tone of
gloating. Nobody says anything. They just stand there, shell-shocked, gazing at him with
barely concealed hatred.

Ellis takes out his knife and cuts through the rope holding Tony up, and Tony falls
immediately to the floor and lies there in a heap. Gibbs can see that his back is covered in
blood, the beautiful golden skin he caressed last night now ravaged by the whip. He looks
like a dead bird, feathers broken, his hair lifting slightly as the breeze from a nearby fan
rustles throughit.

“Take him away —him too.” Ellis jerks his head, and the guards drag Gibbs out of the gym.
He's hauled along the hallway back to their stall and thrown inside. Ellis strides in after him.
He's stopped to pick up some chains somewhere along the way — the same chains they wrap
them in when they take them to the fights.

He comes over to Gibbs, a vicious smile on his face, and wraps the chains around his wrists
and ankles and then fastens them to the hooks in the wall. He draws back with a darkly
satisfied look, and Gibbs can only stand there, chained and immobilised against the wall.



They bring Tony in, two of them hauling him between them, their hands under his armpits.
They throw Tony face down onto one of the mattresses and then leave. Ellis turns back to
Gibbs.

“Theonly reason | didn’t put a bullet through his head is because | want to watch Mac
pissing all over him in the pit on Fight Night,” he says with agrin. “Aw, did you think this
would get your little pussy boy out of fighting Mac? No fucking chance! Scott will throw him
into the pit half dead —he won't care. Tony’s a troublemaker, and Scott just wantsto be rid of
him. After Mac’ s through with him, he' [l be Walid' s problem, not ours.”

Gibbs makes no reply. He just gazes back at Ellis stonily. He's not going to give him the
satisfaction of aresponse any more than Tony did when he was taking that whipping so
silently.

“Night night, sleep tight, Leroy,” Ellis says smugly, patting Gibbs's cheek with his hand.
Then he leaves the stall, shutting the door and locking it behind him.

The bastard has chained him here so that he can’'t go over to Tony to help him, to wash his
back, or even just to hold him. He can only stand here, tied to the wall, helpless.

“Tony?’ he calls acrossthe stall.

Tony doesn't stir. Gibbs can see from the rise and fall of his chest that he’s still alive, but
he’s out of it.

“Tony, I'mtied up, so | can't get to you, but I’'m here,” Gibbstells him. Heisn't sureif Tony
can hear or not, but he wants him to know that he' s not alone.

Tony gives alow sob of pain, and it’s too much for Gibbs; he pulls furiously on the hooks
attaching him to the wall. The chains might be unyielding, but the hooks could be less secure.

He pulls with all his might, yanking his hands backwards, tugging on the hook hiswrists are
attached to. It moves, so he can tell it’s loose, and he keeps on heaving and tugging away at it
with all his might. His rage lends him even more strength; he remembers what it feels like to
stand in the pit, with the anger flowing through his body, and he finds that anger now.

He is furious that they touched Tony; that they dared to hurt someone he loves. He connects
with that rage, feeling it surge through him, and then with one massive yank he pulls his
wrists free. They're still attached to each other, and his ankles are still attached to the wall,
but hisarms are at least free. He leans down,; there's some slack in the chain around his
ankles, but a few tugs on that hook show that it’s attached far more solidly to the wall than
the other one was, and he can’t get it to budge.

He gets down on his knees and inches slowly along the floor towards Tony. The chains
tethering his anklesto the wall prevent him getting all the way there, but he gets close enough
to grab the hem of a blanket and pull it towards him. He shakes it out and throws it over
Tony’ s body to keep himwarm. Then he lies flat out on his stomach and reaches out his
bound hands towards Tony. The stall is small, but even so, it’s still a stretch.



Tony'sarm is slung out, alittle way from his body. Gibbs reaches out as far as he can and
manages to get the tips of his fingers onto the side of Tony’s hand.

Tony whimpers, and Gibbs strokes the side of his hand gently with his finger. That’s all he
can reach. “You with me, Tony?I’mright here. Close as | can get.”

Tony doesn't reply. He just lies there, completely still, his face turned away. Then slowly,
painfully slowly, he manages to move his hand just a fraction closer, and then a fraction
more, until it’s close enough for Gibbs to take it between his hands. His wrists are bound but
he can open the palms enough to gently capture Tony’ s hand between them. Tony doesn’t
move again for along time, but then he slides his thumb sideways, stroking one of Gibbs's
fingers. It’s atiny, shaky movement, but enough for Gibbs to know that he's okay. He clasps
Tony's hand firmly in his own and holds it there.

The floor is hard on his belly, and he’s cold, and before long he gets cramp in hisarms from
holding them outstretched, but he has no intention of ever letting go.

*

It hurts. His shoulders and back are throbbing, aching and sore. He can feel a searing pain
every time he moves, so he tries not to move. He closes his eyes and dozes, longing for the
sweet oblivion of sleep.

In his sleep he sees a pair of wolves fighting, one light and one dark. They’re circling each
other, teeth bared, snarling, and Gibbs isthere, in the middle, caught between them. Then
both wolves suddenly leap up at the same time, making straight for Gibbs's throat. They tear
away at his skin, ripping into it, and blood pours from the angry wound.

Tony comes to with a gasp, twitching as he wakes from the nightmare, and the pain
immediately comes flooding back in, making him sob.

“Tony?

“Yeah.” He waits until the waves of pain subside alittle and then moves his head, cautiously,
to look down.

Gibbs is over to hisright, stretched out on the floor, chained to the wall at the ankles. He's
holding Tony’ s hand between his own bound hands.

“Sorry. Fucked up,” Tony mutters.

“What happened?’ Gibbs s blue eyes are gleaming vividly in the darkness of the stall.
“Guard was gone when | left the restroom. Heard the supply truck being unloaded. Pete and
McGuire left it unguarded. Stole the cell phone. Used the card to get out. Ran like hell until |
got a connection. Almost made the call...almost.” The sense of failure hits him again, made

all the more intense by the pain. “Saw an opportunity. Took it. Sorry. You warned me.”

“Screw that,” Gibbs growls. Tony blinks, confused. “Y ou did what | trained you to do.”



“And what you ordered me not to do.”
“Yeah...well...Rule 51.”

Tony blinks again. “1 don’'t know that one.”
“Never mind.”

They're silent for amoment. Tony runs his thumb back and forth over Gibbs's hand.
“They’re still gonna make me fight Mac, aren’t they?’

Gibbs's hand squeezes hard. “Y eah.”

“Definitely not gonna win now. Not that | was ever really going to win, Gibbs.”
Gibbsis silent.

“They whip you this bad when you got those scars?’ Tony asks quietly.

“Not as bad.”

“So I’m gonna be scarred? Like you?’ Not that it matters. He' s unlikely to survive much
longer in view of what’s in store for him.

“Y eah. Worse than me.”

Gibbs sounds angry, and Tony isn’'t surprised. Gibbs has always been protective of anyone he
allows into his family, and Tony isahell of alot morethan just family to him now.

Tony tries to bite back a moan as awave of pain sweeps through him. “Shit...” He can feel
Gibbs squeezing his hand again as he rides it out. “Shit...that hurts so bad.”

Tony closes his eyes, longing for sleep, but it doesn’'t come. Everything hurts too much, and
he can’'t switch off. He needs a distraction.

“You ill with me, Tony?”

“Y eah. Just hurts so much. Talk to me, Jethro.”

“ About what?’

“I don’'t know. Anything. Need to think about something else * cept how much it hurts.”
He hears Gibbs taking a deep breath. Then: “Used to take Kelly sailing; blue water, sun
shining in the sky, taste of the salty air on your tongue, feeling the wind in your hair.

Nothing’s better than that.”

Tony smiles, liking the word picture Gibbs just painted. He knows Gibbs is trying to take him
out of himself, so he can think of himself someplace else.



“Better than sex?’ he asks.

Gibbs taps his hand with his finger, and Tony laughs, knowing that’s the closest Gibbs can
get to a head-slap right now. The laugh makes him hurt all over again and it tails off into a
sob as the pain kicks in, rolling through him in agonising waves.

Gibbs sgueezes his hand again, seeing him through it.

“Sailing’ s good,” Gibbs says softly. “I’ll take you some day. Y ou ever sail, Tony?’

“No,” Tony says through gritted teeth, trying to block out the pain. “Not redly. | mean...l’ve
been out on aboat afew times...been fishing...but never just been out sailing.”

“We'll do it. One day. Take a boat out on the open water. Together. Alone.”
“Could we have sex out there?’

Gibbs gives a snort of laughter. “Anythin’ you want, Tony. I’ll take you out sailing and make
love to you out in the open, under the sun.”

“Promise?’
“Promise,” Gibbs says firmly.
“What was she like?’ Tony asks softly, changing the subject.

Gibbs is silent for along time. Tony can feel him running afinger in little circular patterns
over the palm of his hand. Then, finally, he speaks.

“Kelly lived in the moment. When she was happy, you knew about it. When she was sad, you
knew about it. And when she was angry...boy, did you know about it!”

“Sounds like her dad.”
“Y eah. Smart though, like her mom.”
“Tell me about Shannon.”

There' s another long silence. Tony knows how much Gibbs hates this, but all the same, he
saddles up and gets on with it.

“Shannon was funny. She made me laugh. When | got angry, she knew how to diffuse me.
And she could talk! God, she could talk. Never shut up sometimes.”

“Hah.” Tony smilesto himself. It seemsthat he's not the only one attracted to the opposite in
alover.

“Y eah. She wasn't anywhere near as annoying as you though.”

Tony pinches Gibbs s finger hard, eliciting a half-laugh, half-growl in response.



They're silent again. Tony manages to shift onto his side a little, ignoring the pain that
sweeps through his body at the movement. He glances down on Gibbs.

“Tell me how you got the scar on your knee,” he says quietly.
Gibbs traces his fingers over Tony’s hand again, drawing little circles. The silence is even
longer

this time, and then, finally, Gibbs clears his throat.

“Got knocked down by a drunk driver when | was eight. Walking home from school with my
mom.”

“Christ, Gibbs...that’s...I"m sorry. | shouldn’t have asked.”

Gibbs's fingers continue their gentle caress over his hand, and Tony knows he's saying that
it’s okay.

“Were you badly hurt?’
“In the hospital awhile.”
“Must have been bad to have left that kind of scar.”

“Yeah.” Gibbs's voice istight. “Couldn’t speak for weeks. Jack used to visit, try and coax me
out of myself. Took along time.”

“Y ou were in shock. Probably too shook up to speak.”
“No. | wastoo angry to speak.”

Slowly, very slowly, Tony comes to arealization. “Y ou were walking home with your
mom?’

“Yeah.”

Another silence.

“Bastard drunk driver killed her, didn’t he?’
“Yes”

It's Tony’ s turn to sgueeze now.

“My mom died when | was eight too. Cancer,” Tony says into the darkness of the stall, not
looking at Gibbs. “She just faded away. Nobody even told me she wasill. I thought
everyone's moms lost their hair and looked that pae and thin. Like it was normal. Then Dad
sent me away to stay with my uncle for a few weeks. When | came back, he dressed me up in
ablack suit and took meto her funeral. It took me along time to understand she wasn'’t
coming home. | thought she was just staying at the cemetery, like she was on vacation or
something.”



“Yeah, well, I’ ve always thought your dad is atotd shit.”

“Heis. Still love him, but heis.” Tony gives a little laugh and then wishes he hadn’t. He
closes his eyes and waits for the pain to dull down to a more manageable level. He ponders
for amoment about Gibbs losing his mom at the age of eight and being brought up by his
dad. Maybe it isn’t just the differences in Gibbs that he finds attractive; they have alot in
common too.

“D’you think there’ s any way we could have this kind of conversation except after me being
beat half to death and delirious with pain, and you chained to the wall, so you can’t run
away?’ Tony muses.

“Nah. You'd have to tie me down to make me.” Tony can hear the grin in Gibbs's voice.

“Don’t think 1 wouldn’'t. There’s no way I’ m going through awhipping like that again just to
get you to damn well talk.”

“Well, if anyone could ever get in my face and make me do something | don’t want to, it’s
you.”

Tony is pleased with that compliment. His back might hurt like hell, but at least something
has come out of it.

“They ever find him?’ Tony asks quietly. “The drunk driver who killed your mom?’
“No.”

“S0 you never got justice.” One last piece of the jigsaw puzzle that is Leroy Jethro Gibbs falls
into place; Tony has never met anyone more obsessed with pursuing justice than Gibbs,

“NO.”

“But you've had revenge,” Tony says slowly. “Out in the pit, every Fight Night: ‘ Find every
single damn thing you’ re angry about, channel that anger, focus it, and use it against your
opponent...”” He quotes Gibbs s words back at him.

“Yes.” Gibbs svoice is steady and firm. “I’ ve beaten that bastard over and over again, and
Hernandez, and Walid, and Scott, and Ellis, and everyone who ever hurt me or the people |
love.”

Where does it al end, Tony wonders? When someone has as much anger inside them as
Gibbs — and as much to be angry about. He lost his mom, his wife, and his daughter —no
wonder there’s so much pent-up fury in the man. But where doesthat end?

He' s feeling sleepy again. The pain iswearing him out, and his eyelids droop and open,
droop and open drowsily. He glances down at Gibbs again, lying aimost out of reach. Gibbs's
shorn head is angled to one side, and Tony can see the chains wrapped around hiswrists and
feet, tying him to the wall. It reminds him of abook his mom used to read to him when he
was a child, a book that always used to make him cry.



His eyelids droop again, and this time they stay shui.

*

He's been trying to keep everyone safe, but he can't. It isn’t in his power. He wasn't able to
keep Tony safe, or Rajul, or Steve, or any of the others that this place has destroyed.

Gibbs stretches out, till keeping his fingers wrapped around Tony' s hand. Tony has been
badly hurt, and he doesn’t stand a chance of beating Mac in the pit in a few days’ time.

“That was always a stupid-assed plan anyway, Jethro,” he muttersto himself. “You were
playing by their rules. It’stime they start learning yours.”

He remembers what Tony said to him earlier. “ Killer instinct is what you’ ve got — not me.”

That’s what gives him his edge in the pit; the fact that he'll die rather than submit, and he'll
kill if necessary. He' sawarrior. He' s fought in war zones, and he knows what any leader
knows; you have to be prepared to lose your own life and your own people on the battlefield.
Any victory entails risk.

He thinks back to that moment in the gym when he advanced on the guard, fully intending to
attack him. He remembers how good it felt to look over his shoulder and see that Hurrell,
Greg, and the others had his six. They’ re desperate to escape. They're just looking for a
leader who' Il show them how.

He needs to start thinking like Walid. Y ou don’t outsmart your enemy by playing the game
by their rules. He' s given Walid an easy ride. He hasn't shown him exactly what Leroy Jethro
Gibbs is capable of.

Tony twitches in his sleep, and Gibbs strokes his hand gently until he settles down again.

Sam Hurrell iswrong. It isn’t afight between the light wolf and the dark wolf. The real battle
is to take those wolves and make them work together. Only by taming them, controlling
them, and using the force and power of them both can he win this particular fight.

The white wolf is his love for Tony, for his family, and for the people on histeam. It’s his
acute sense of justice, and his urge to protect those who need him. The dark wolf is his anger,
hiskiller instinct, his lust for revenge, and his desire to fight.

He needs both those wolves. It’s time to wrestle them into submission and harness their
unique individual qualities to create one Big Bad Wolf — and then he'll go and blow Walid's
house of freaks down.

Maybe Tony was right, and he does have some magic from before the dawn of time; or at
least from before he was captured. At some point along the way he forgot who he was; it took
Tony to come along and awaken a sleeping wolf to remind him.

Gibbs squeezes Tony’ s hand, feeling whole again. Walid wanted him to cry; he should know
that when you back awolf into a corner it doesn’t cry — it comes out fighting, more
dangerous than ever.



Gibbs smiles, baring his teeth. “Watch out, Walid. I’'m coming to get you.”
Chapter End Notes:
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Chapter Five - Big, Bad Wolf by Xanthe

He dreams about the same two wolves from before, but this time they are lying in aforest on
atable of stone. It’s night-time, but there is afull moon overhead, illuminating them. One has
fur as white as snow, while the other’s fur is as black as the night sky. Tony steps back
behind a tree and watches them.

Their paws are bound together with chains, and they are growling at each other furiously,
unable to attack because of their bonds. All they can do is snap and growl, trying to bite each
other.

A movement from the trees catches Tony’s eye, and he watches as Gibbs emerges and walks
slowly towards the stone table.

The snarling of the wolves doesn’'t seem to bother him. He stands over them and places a
hand over each of their muzzles, squeezing hard. The wolves shake their heads, trying to
dislodge him, snarling and yelping, but Gibbs just stands there, immovable. He looks
powerful and commanding and exerts total control over the wolves, forcing them into
submission by sheer strength of will.

Eventually they are subdued, becoming quiet under his stern touch, and only then does he
release his grasp on their muzzles. The wolves are now silent and obedient, looking up at him
adoringly, like tame dogs. Gibbs waves a hand and their chains fall away. They jump off the
table and take their place next to him, one on each side, looking completely at home there, as
if it iswhere they have always belonged.

Suddenly, Gibbs looks up, straight a him, and Tony takes a startled intake of breath. Gibbs
looks completely different now. His hair is no longer shorn; it reaches down almost as far as
his shoulders, shining silver grey in the moonlight. His eyes are a lupine shade of yellow, and
his body is sleek and powerful. He looks asif he is at the height of his powers; dark and light
combined, strong and compelling. He throws back his head and howls at the full moon
overhead, revealing his sharp, white fangs.

Tony wakes up, the gasp of surprise dying in his throat, to find the pain is just as bad as it
was when he fell asleep. He also needs to piss, so he hasto find away to brave the pain and
get up. He slowly draws his hand away from Gibbs' s embrace, missing the comforting
contact immediately. Then, just as slowly, he manages to lever himself up onto his hands and
knees, growling as the movement sends shock waves of pain through his body. He glances
down to seeif he's woken Gibbs and finds him gazing back at him, eyes wide open, looking
completely alert and awake.

“Did you sleep at all?” Tony asks.

“No.” Gibbs sits up and rolls his shoulders back, stretching, and Tony senses immediately
that there is something different about him. Something has changed during the night, while he
was sleeping.

Gibbs gets up off the floor with the lethal, prowling grace that Tony remembers from the pit.

“Gibbs...what’s going on?’



Gibbs turns his head suddenly, and it must be the pain making him hallucinate, or the
lingering after-effects of his dream, because Tony has avivid mental image of awild grey
wolf, yellow eyes blazing, teeth bared. He takes a startled intake of breath.

“Tony, come here.” Gibbs beckons him over, and Tony slowly crawls towards him, his body
protesting every single movement, and comes to rest at Gibbs's feet. Gibbs crouches down in
front of him and cups his head between his chained hands.

“I need you to trust me,” Gibbs tells him.
“I' will. I mean...l do. | always have.”

“Good...because it might get worse before it gets any better. They might hurt you some
more. They probably will hurt you some more. Can you handle that?’

“Yes.” Tony says it quickly and without hesitation. “Y ou’ve got a plan, Boss?' He feels
himself falling almost immediately into second in command mode in response to the strong
sense of leadership he’s getting off Gibbs.

Gibbs stands up again. “Yes. We're not just playing to survive, or escape anymore, Tony.
That’s what we were both doing before, and it didn’t work for either of us. We're playing to
win now.”

“Okay,” Tony says slowly, wondering what the hell Gibbs has in mind.

“I don’t just want to survive. | don't even just want to escape. | want *justice*, Tony. | want
to bring these bastards down — al of them.”

Tony feels the shiver start at the base of his spine and creep all the way up to his head,
making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. “Oh yeah. Y ou’re back. Now *that*
sounds like the Leroy Jethro Gibbs | used to know.”

“He was always here. | just forgot who he was until you reminded me.”

Tony can feel hisgrin stretching from ear to ear. It's the smuggest, most irritating grin in his
entire repertoire of smug, irritating grins.

Gibbs taps the back of his head lightly, in place of a head-slap. “Thisisn’t going to be easy,
Tony.”

“I don’t care. Just tell me what you want meto do.”

*

Tony' s eyes are too bright and even in the darkness of the stall Gibbs can tell he' s feverish.
He's been drifting in and out of delirium all night long judging by the mutterings in his sleep,
and Gibbs knows he can’t tell him the whole plan in case he blurtsit out by mistake. So he
decidesto tell him just alittle piece of it.



“I need you to take whatever Ellis doesto you next. It won't be nice, but trust me, it won't
last long.”

“Okay.” Tony smilesup at him like a happy puppy, and Gibbs wonders if there is anything he
can do that will make Tony lose faith in him.

“Then I'll be leaving for awhile, but I’ Il be back. Y ou have to trust me on that too.”
“Sure.”

“I’ll tell you more later. Can you trudt that I'll do that?’

“You're the boss, Boss.”

At that moment the klaxon sounds and the lights are brightened in the hallway outside,
flooding the room with light through the window in the door. Gibbs crouches down beside
Tony again to take agood look at him. Tony’s face and the front of historso are covered in
mud and there are still a few leaves and twigs in his hair from his brief escape attempt. Gibbs
scrapes a bit of caked mud from Tony's cheek with his fingernail.

“I’'m fine, Boss,” Tony tells him, trying to push him away.

“Y eah. Right. Now shut up and hold still.” Gibbs takes a firm hold of his head and turns him
around so he can get a better look.

Tony's shoulders and back are streaked with lacerations and covered in blood, and it’s clear
he needs urgent medical treatment. The dirt must have got into the open wounds, causing an
infection. There are beads of sweat on his forehead, and Gibbs can see all too clearly that he's
running a high fever.

“It"snot so bad. I've had worse,” Tony tells him. He's shivering, even though Gibbs can feel
the heat radiating from historn skin.

“When?’ Gibbs asks incredulously.

“Okay, not worse maybe, but nearly dying from the plague sucked big time, and this is about
the same asthat.”

Gibbsis sure Tony isdigging in deep right now just to stay in the moment, and he wishes he
could spare him what comes next. “You'll do fine, Tony. I’ m gonna make sure of that.”
Gibbs presses akissto Tony' s forehead. It’s burning up, and he knows the fever is a bad one.

Tony crawls over to thetoilet to piss, hanging onto the wall, barely able to stand long enough
to finish. Gibbs wishes he could at least help hold him up, but he’ s chained too far away to be
any use. He can only watch as Tony staggers back to the mattress and falls down on it.

A few seconds later, Ellis comes into the stall with the same ugly grin on his face that he had
the night before. Ellis picks up the hook Gibbs pulled away from the wall the previous night
and holds it up angrily.



“It was getting in the way.” Gibbs shrugs.
Ellis delivers an entirely predictable backhander across his jaw, making him fall sideways.

Gibbs grunts and pulls himself upright again. “I want to see Scott,” he says firmly, spitting
out some blood from his split lip.

“Aw, does poor little Leroy wanna go running to the big boss and complain about how we
were mean to his pussy boy yesterday?’ Ellis makes aface at him. “Not gonna happen,
Leroy. You have zero stock with Scott right now. He's not gonna care that we whipped Tony.
He knows Tony will be leaving soon; you're lucky he even bothers feeding him.”

He glances down at Tony, where he' s lying on the mattress on the floor.

“How you feeling, DiNardo? Oh, wait, it isn't DiNardo — it’s DiNozzo, isn't it? Lying little
shit.” He prods his foot contemptuously into Tony’ s side, making Tony grunt.

Gibbs gets between them immediately. “Bring Scott here. Tell him | won't fight in the pit
again unless| see him today.”

Ellis actually laughs in his face. Gibbs holds his ground, fixing him with the kind of hard
glare that’s shut up better men than Ellis in the past. The smile finally fades from Ellis's face.
“Aw, you mean it! You actually think you have some bargaining chips around here!”

“I do.” Gibbs holds the glare.

“Nah, you don’'t. All we have to do is rough up this pussy boy here, and you' Il agree to
anything we say.”

Ellis takes hold of Tony’s hair and pulls his head back. Tony gazes at him from those bright,
feverish eyes, agrin on hisface. “Go on...do it,” he urges.

Ellis slaps him hard across the face, holding him in place by his hair, first one way and then
the next. Tony just giggles in response, and Ellis hesitates, confused. Then his face darkens,
and he draws his fist back to gtrike...and that’s when Gibbs leans in to growl into his ear.
“Touch him one moretime, and | won't fight again. Kill him, and you have no hold over me
at al. I'll throw the fight on Fight Night. There's alot of money riding on me, Ellis. You
wanna have to explain to Scott why his champion threw the fight?’

Ellis hesitates, his fist still raised.

“Think about it,” Gibbs says darkly.

He can see the cogs working in Ellis’s mind. Much as he loves beating up on Tony, he
doesn’'t want to risk Gibbs making good on his threat.

“Y ou can take awolf to water, but you can’t make him drink,” Gibbs adds. “Y ou can throw
me into that pit, but you can’t make me fight.”



Ellisreleases Tony’s hair, and Tony dropsto the floor with athud. Ellis glares at Gibbs and
then turns and stalks out of the room.

“So far, so good.” Tony smiles up at him. “Like the way you played that, Boss.”

Gibbs crouches down beside him and gently smooths down his hair where Ellis yanked on it.
“We have a long way to go yet, Tony.”

He gets up again and a few minutes later Frank entersthe stall. “What the hell is this about,
Leroy?’ he asks, planting all five feet nothing of himself in front of Gibbs and glaring up at
him. “Y ou know thiswon't get you anywhere!”

“Y ou know my terms.” Gibbs shrugs. “Get Scott down here, or | don't fight.”

Frank laughs at him. “You'll fight, Leroy. You're anatural born fighter. You can't help
yourself. We put you in that pit, you'll fight.”

It's Gibbs's turn to laugh now. He shakes his head, chuckling softly to himself. “Oh Frank,
you know fighting, but you don’t know much else, and you sure as hell don’t know me. Get
Scott down here, or I’'m not going to train, and I’ m sure as hell not going to fight again.”

“Don’'t be anidiot!” Frank hisses, glancing at Tony. “They’ll kill Tony if they have to, Leroy,
to make you fight.”

“If they Kkill Tony, | definitely won't fight,” Gibbs replies firmly. “Because | won't have
anything to fight for, Frank.”

Frank rocks back on his heels, athoughtful look on his face.

“I know you’ ve got alot riding on me to win,” Gibbs tells him. “Not just next Fight Night,
but in the grand finale of this shitty tournament, and we both know that’s close now. You've
staked pretty much your entire life savings on me winning, haven’t you, Frank? You're al a
bunch of gamblers — that’s how you ended up in this freak-fest.”

Frank looks angry, but Gibbs can see that comment hit home.

“Go get Scott, Frank. That's all I'm asking. It won't do anyone any harm, and that way
nobody has to get hurt.”

“We could shoot some of the other fighters —the weaker ones. He'll cave soon enough,” Ellis
says from the doorway.

“You think | care about any of them?’ Gibbs asks. “Y ou ever see me talk to them, or take an
interest in any of ‘em?’ He has been talking to them since Tony arrived, but he doubts Ellis
has noticed that. His reputation for aloofness is well established.

“You liked that kid Brian...”

“And you made me shoot him. So now | don’'t get close, which means | won't give adamn if
you kill the whole damn stable. But I’ m betting Scott won't be happy if you do that. He's



proud of how big his stable is now because I’ ve been winning fighters for him all season. All
those fighters are worth money, even those who can’t fight for crap. The pit always needs
fodder, doesn’t it? And people will gamble on anything, even if it’s just who's the weakest
fighter on the circuit. | bet Scott plans to sell some of hisweaker fighters during the off-
season — there will always be some idiot out there who wants in on this game who' |l buy
them. But Scott can't do that if you kill them.”

Frank glances at Ellis, and Gibbs can see that’s another point that’s hit home. Frank sighs.
“Let’sjust get Scott down here. Let him talk some sense into Leroy.”

“Unchain me first,” Gibbs orders as Frank starts walking to the door.

Frank nods at Ellis who gives him an angry look but comes over to him and unchains him
anyway. Then they both disappear, locking the door behind them, and the waiting game

begins.

Gibbs goes and pisses first, desperate to relieve his aching bladder. Then he drinks several
scoops of water from the basin to refresh himself. He's hungry — they both missed dinner last
night and now they’ ve missed breakfast too — but he feels alert and alive, the same way he
does before going into the pit every Fight Night. This is going to be the fight of his life, and
he hasto play it every bit as well as he always does in the pit.

He wets one of the blankets in the basin and then goes over to Tony. First he wipes some of
the mud from Tony’s face, while Tony just sitsthere, looking up at him, letting him do it.
Then Gibbs turns him around. “Lie face down,” he orders.

Tony does as he' stold, and Gibbs straddles his back and begins gently washing it. Tony is
shivering in earnest now, and Gibbs knows that fever has areal hold on him.

When the blood is washed away, he finally gets a good look at the damage. It isn't pretty; if
Tony survives he'll be scarred for life, but if he gets antibioticsto treat the fever he'll bounce
back quickly enough. Gibbs has learned never to underestimate Tony’ s indomitable spirit and
sheer zest for life.

“How isit?" Tony asks, glancing up at him.
“Looksworsethanit is. You'll be fine.” Gibbs flashes him agrin.

Tony gazes at him hazily, and Gibbs knows he's fading again. “Like it when you smile, Boss.
Alwaysdid.”

“That’s good, Tony. I'll give us both something to smile about real soon. Now go to sleep.”

He throwsthe dry blanket over Tony’'s shoulders, sits down beside him, and gently pulls
Tony's head onto his lap. He strokes Tony’ s hair soothingly, combing out some dried mud
with his fingers. Tony gives a little sigh and closes his eyes, relaxing against him. Gibbs
doesn't like the sheen of sweat building up on his forehead, but he can’t do anything about it.
He can only sit there, gently stroking him, while Tony falls asleep.



What feels like a few hours pass, and Tony sleeps through it, his rest punctuated by fever-
dreams judging by the way he murmurs and cries out, thrashing about under the blanket.
Gibbs holds him and whispers to him, calming him when he gets particularly agitated. He's
rambling on, muttering something about wolves and snakes and stone tables, and he
frequently cries out some kind of warning to him.

“Gibbs — over there! Gun! Jethro!”

“Hey, it'sokay. I'm here. I'm fine.” Gibbs hopes Scott will hurry the hell up, because Tony’s
condition is deteriorating, and he needs that medical treatment soon.

If his plan doesn't work, then Tony will very likely die... No. Hewon't let himself think that
way. He hasto be like he isin the pit, never oiling his asshole because he won't allow for
even the possibility that he’ll lose. He won't lose against Scott. He's known the man for
months now; he’'s studied his strengths and weaknesses and knows exactly what makes him
tick.

He hears footsteps in the hallway outside, and he carefully lifts Tony’s head and placesit on
the pillow, then gets up. Tony moans softly and mutters something in his sleep.

“Ssh...sleep. It’sokay, Tony. I'll be back soon.” Gibbs soothes his hand through his hair one
last time. Then he remembers something. He leans down and speaks into Tony’s ear. “You
will not die. Hear me, Tony?’ He pats Tony’s head gently, and Tony opens his eyes and
looks straight at him.

“Hear...you...Boss.”

“Good. You will not die,” Gibbs repeats firmly. Then he presses a gentle kissto Tony's
forehead and stands up to face the coming fight.

He' s taken to aroom he's never been in before. It seems to be some kind of office. Scott is
waiting for him, standing beside a desk, looking sweaty and flustered.

“What the hell isthisall about, Leroy?’ he demands as Gibbs enters the room. “I thought you
and | had an understanding!”

“What kind of understanding would that be?” Gibbs quirks an eyebrow. “1 win for you in the
pit, and in return you beat up on the people | care about?’

“I told you; you win for me, and I’ ll see you spend the off season in luxury!” Scott takes a
handkerchief out of his pocket and presses it against his forehead. “1I’ m not happy about you
making demands, Leroy. I’ ve treated you well.”

Gibbs snorts. “Get real, Scott. You haven't treated me well. You've just been along for the
ride. Walid’s men kidnapped me, and you bought me because | was cheap, and you wanted in
on thisgame. You had no idea |’d turn out to be so damn good at fighting out there in the pit.
Y ou got lucky, that’s all, and you can get unlucky again whenever | choose.”

“That most certainly isn’'t the case!” Scott says indignantly. “1’ ve been playing a very smart
game; Prince Walid said so himself!”



Gibbs gives aderisive laugh. “Walid is playing you, Scott. You're an idiot if you can’t see
that.”

Scott goesred in the face. “How dare you! Prince Walid and | are friends! He said I'm
worthy to join the elite, to be welcomed into his inner circle, reserved only for those he trusts
completely.”

Gibbs snorts. “Well, he would. Y ou own the one fighter who stands between him and the
kudos of winning this entire thing.”

Scott stares at him, open-mouthed.

“Come on, Scott! Use your brain! Walid wants to win, and you' re the one person who can
stop that happening. Why else do you think he suggested that you put Tony in the pit against
Mac and make me watch? He' s hoping it’ll screw with me so much that I'll lose my fight.”

“Walid is an honourable man. He wouldn’t...” Scott hesitates.

Gibbsrolls his eyes. “Of course he would, man! Wake up! Thisis more than just a game to
him — you’ ve seen that. He wants to win!”

“The winner does take home a sizeable purse and a percentage of the takings. Then there is
the gambling take,” Scott says uncertainly.

“I don’t think Walid gives a damn about that; he has money coming out of his ears. For him,
it’ s about the winning.”

Scott dabs his handkerchief against his forehead again, wiping away the sweat dripping down
his face. “Even assuming you're right, Leroy —what should | do about it?’

“Don’t let him play you! Because you're awinner too, Scott! Y ou want to win, don't you?’
Scott gives a slow nod. “Unlike Prince Walid, | must admit the purse on offer would make a
difference to me. | have sold some of the fighters you won for me, Leroy, and they made a
very nice sum, but do you have any idea how expensive it is running a stable?’

It’s all Gibbs can do not to roll his eyes again. “Yeah. | bet. And | bet also that you’ ve staked
alot of money on me winning. | know Frank has. Y ou’ve gambled a hell of alot on me
taking Mac down in the final, haven’'t you? More money than you can afford to lose.”

Scott purses his lips but doesn’t answer that.

“Thing is, Scott, do you want me to win or not?’ Gibbs demands. “It’s that simple.”

Scott turnsto him, and there’ s a greedy look in his eyes. One thing Gibbs has always known
about the man is his greed. He saw it the first time he met him.

“Of course | want you to win! I’ve invested alot in this stable. I’ ve become a major player. |
deserve to win.” He puffs out his large chest.



“Yeah, you do,” Gibbs says softly. “And | can win for you, but | have some terms.”

“Y ou have terms?’ Scott looks indignant again. “Y ou’re mine, Leroy. You'll do what | tell
you.”

“You'd think, huh? But no.” Gibbs prowls forward, and Scott takes a step back, and then
another, until he’'s flush against the desk.

The guard by the door moves forward, but Scott waves him away. “Look, Leroy, | know you;
you want to win as much as | do,” he says, a cunning look creeping into his piggy brown
eyes. “I don't believe you're even capable of throwing a fight. Do you really want to get
fucked, and jeered at, and pissed on, and dragged off to some other stable where nobody
gives adamn who you are? Trust me, you would be treated far worse than you are here.
You'd have to start at the bottom and work your way up again, and you wouldn't like that.”

“No. | wouldn’t.” Gibbs gives a soft little smile — and then wipes it instantly from his face.
“But I'll damn well do it if you don’'t give me what | want!” he roars into Scott’s face.

Scott edges away from him and plops himself down onto a chair. “And what is it that you
want, Leroy?’ he asks quietly. “Not your freedom— | won't give you that —or Tony’s
freedom, either. It’s against the rules of the game to set aplayer free, and, well, not exactly in
our best interests.”

“Oh, | know that.” Gibbs gives an impatient jerk of his head. “Here’ swhat | want, Scott. |
want you to order your men to leave Tony alone. He suffers so much as a scratch, and I'll
throw the next fight.”

“Ah...Tony DiNozzo...he's your Achilles heel,” Scott says knowingly. “He'll be your
downfall one day, Leroy. Y ou see, you care about him. Maybe you even love him?’ He raises
an eyebrow, looking at Gibbs searchingly. Gibbs just gazes back at him stonily. “And that
makes you weak,” Scott says.

“No —that makes me strong,” Gibbs replies. “Took me awhileto seeit, but it's Tony who
makes me strong, and bastards like you who try to make me weak. Y ou got me all wrong,
Scott. Remember how you whispered all that crap in my ear — about how my anger over my
mom, and my wife and daughter were what made me such a good fighter? Y ou were half
right —1 am angry, but I’'m only that angry because | loved them so much. Now think about
Tony —they’re dead, but he's still alive. If | get that angry about dead people, think what I'm
like about the living.”

“Hmmm...interesting.” Scott considers this for amoment. “But then surely, by your own
admission, all | have to do isthreaten Tony’s life, and you' |l do whatever | say.”

Gibbs laughs. “And if you kill him, you have no hold over me at all.”
“But if we hurt him, we can ensure your continued co-operation.”

“You've already hurt him. Am | co-operating?’ Gibbs raises an eyebrow.



“| see. So we have something of an impasse. What are the rest of your terms, Leroy? 1’ m sure
that isn't all.”

“You'reright. Youwon't put Tony into the pit. Not next Fight Night, not ever.”
“Then he becomes useless to me. Why would | keep him?” Scott spreads his arms.

“To keep your star fighter happy,” Gibbs snaps. “And you want me happy, Scott, because
only by keeping me happy will | win for you.”

“Go on.” Scott leans forward and places both hands on his knees. Gibbs isn't fooled by the
man. Scott is no Walid, but he has a kind of low cunning; he’ll have some terms of his own.

“I want avisual on Tony at all times, including in the pit. So he sits up in the bleachers with
you.”

“Really?’ Scott nods his head musingly. “And?’
“He wears clothes on Fight Nights.” Gibbs shrugs. “I don’'t want anyone gawping at him.”

“My, my, you are a possessive lover —for | assume you are fucking him?’ Scott raises an
eyebrow. “I understand you better now. You're trying to protect alover. That makes sense to
me. Tell me, Leroy. Were you fucking him before, back at NCIS, when you both worked
together as federal agents? Isn't it frowned upon for a boss to be fucking a subordinate?’

He gives anasty little smile, and Gibbs feels his hands closing into fists. Channel the anger,
focusit, and use it against your opponent.

“Or did it start in here?” Scott asks with a leering smile. “If it did, then it’s likely the drugs
are the reason behind your current little infatuation, nothing more. Without them, you' d feel
nothing for this boy, although he is pretty, I’ [l grant you that. But can you honestly say that if
you weren't locked up in here you' d give him a second thought? That you'd pass on the
chance of awoman with firm tits and a nice, juicy cunt?’

He makes an obscene motion with his finger, but Gibbs refuses to rise to the bait.

“Wouldn't it be stupid to throw all that away, to alow yourself to be beaten to a pulp in the
ring and fucked up the ass just because you mistook a passing infatuation for love?’ Scott
demands.

“Tony also needs urgent medical treatment,” Gibbs continues, his face like granite. “He gets
it immediately our conversation is over. He gets whatever medical treatment he needs going
forward, and you stop drugging him.”

“Anything else?’ Scott raises a facetious eyebrow.

“Y eah. Pizza. He wants pizza — pepperoni, sausage, extracheese.” Gibbs leans back against
the wall, crossing his arms over his chest.



“Oh, it must be love.” Scott smirks. “These are very interesting demands, Leroy.” He steeples
his fingertips together thoughtfully. “To be honest, it’s no skin off my nose to agree to them
if it will keep you happy. As you have pointed out, you are my star fighter.”

Gibbs grunts, waiting for Scott’s conditions.

“And | have no objection to giving you a carrot, to ensure that you keep winning in the pit.
However...” He leans forward again, asly look on his face. “I am also agreat believer in the
stick as well asthe carrot, Leroy. Y ou have told me what motivates you, and | think | can
ensure that you will be as motivated as possible when you enter the pit.”

He glances up, a smile creasing his plump cheeks.

“You're asoldier, aren’'t you, Leroy? A Marine? See, | read somewhere that soldiers fighting
for their homeland and loved ones fight much harder than those who are simply paid to do
battle, because it’s more personal to them. They have more to lose.”

Gibbs nods. He knows the truth of that, and he's seen it first-hand. He can guess what’s
coming next.

“So, here are my terms, Leroy. Y ou can have your medical treatment for Tony, and your
clothes for him, and your pizza.” He gives a little snort at that, waving his hand dismissively
intheair. “And I’ [l happily have him beside me when you fight in the pit, so you can see that
he is safe and well. But | think it isimportant that you fight for something out there. So, to
ensure you are properly incentivized, understand this: if you lose, | will drag Tony down into
the pit and invite anyone who wants him to rape him while you watch. When they’re done, |
will take great pleasure in putting a bullet in the back of his head myself. That is what will
happen if you lose, Leroy; that is the solemn promise | make to you.” He puts his hand on his
heart and raises his eyes up to the heavens.

Gibbs grunts. It’s obscene but nothing less than he expected.
“So, do we have adeal?” Scott asks.

“We have adeal.” Gibbs nods. “How many fights do | have to win?’ he asks. “How many
more fights until the end of season finale?’

“Just two more, my boy. Next Fight Night is our penultimate one, and then we have the
finale, where, if you and he both win your next fight, you will face the fireman.”

“I'll win,” Gibbs says grimly.

Scott’s eyes narrow. “Oh, for Tony’s sake, | do hope s0.”

*

Tony stirs blearily as the door opens. He has a hazy impression of Gibbs standing over him
and then he'slifted up. He thinks it can’t be possible that Gibbs is lifting him up in hisarms
like achild and carrying him out of the door and along the hallway, because he knows he's



pretty heavy. Then he remembers all the training Gibbs has been doing, and he thinks maybe
it is possible, but he’ s too tired to open his eyes and look.

He still hurts but it’s a hazy kind of hurt now, like he’s not really inside his body anymore.
Herests his head against a neck, which hasto be Gibbs's neck because it smells like Gibbs
and the hard body he’s pressed against feels like Gibbs.

He's placed gently on a soft bed and a glass of water is pressed to his lips. He drinks it down,
and he thinksan IV is shoved into hisarm, but he's not sure because he falls asleep before he
can find out.

He dreams he' s in the forest again, but it’s the middle of the day thistime, and the suniis
overhead, beating down on him. He's lying on the stone table, under the full force of the sun.
He' s naked, and it’s so hot he feels like he' s burning up. He tries to get off the table but it
hurts when he moves, so he gives up and just lies there, feeling the sweat dripping down his
face.

Something blocks out the sun, giving him some blessed relief from its scorching rays. He
looks up and sees a big, grey wolf standing over him, and he thinks he should probably be
scared but somehow he isn’t. He just smiles and reaches up to pet the wolf’s fur. The wolf
growls at him and nudges the back of his head with its snout, but he till isn’t scared; he just
keeps running his fingers through all that soft grey fur.

The wolf leans in close and opens his mouth, his white fangs gleaming. Unafraid, Tony bares
his neck, happily surrendering to the wolf’ s bite. But instead of biting him, the wolf gently
fastens his jaws around Tony’s neck and drags him from the table. The movement hurts, and
he whimpers like a cub and clings on tight. The wolf lopes away from the table, carrying him
gently in his mouth, dangling from his jaws. He takes Tony away from the sunlight and
deposits him under a bush. Then he sets about cleaning him with firm, wet licks of his
tongue.

When Tony wakes up, his head is clear. He still hurtslike hell, but he no longer feels like
he’s burning up. He blinks and looks around. He' sin aroom somewhere; it’s small but not as
small astheir stall, and he's lying on an actual bed, not a mattress on the floor.

He looks down to see that his entire torso has been bandaged, and then he looks up to see
Gibbs standing beside the bed, looking down on him.

“Y ou back with us?’ Gibbs asks.

“Yeah. Think s0.” Tony reaches out a hand, and Gibbs hauls him upright. “Where are we?’
“Room off the infirmary.” Gibbs jerks his head at the door. “Tanner’s been pumping
antibiotics into you viathe 1V for the past couple of days. He said the fever had gone and
took out the IV acouple of hours ago, while you were sleeping. How are you feeling?’

“Much better,” Tony says firmly. “So...how did it go?’

He takes the plastic cup of water Gibbs givesto him and drinks it down thirstily, loving the
sensation of the cool wetness on his parched throat.



“Good.” Gibbs nods. He takes the empty cup from Tony’ s hand and puts it back on the basin.
Then he gazes at Tony searchingly. “Look, Tony, Tanner gave me a couple of painkillersto
give you, if you want them.” He holds up the white pills. “But, thing is, we both know you go
loopy on painkillers, and | can’'t risk telling you the plan if you take them.”

“I don’t need the painkillers,” Tony says firmly. “I want to hear the plan, Boss.”
Gibbs flashes him a smile, like he never doubted his reply for a second.
“Isthe room safe?’ Tony asks anxiously, glancing around.

“It'ssafe. | checked. There's the usual guard outside the door, but there are no bugs or
camerasin here.”

It’s pretty much an empty room save for the bed, basin and toilet, so there aren’'t exactly
many places to hide any recording devices. Tony nods at Gibbs to continue.

“| got Scott to agree to medical treatment for you. That’s why you're here. He also agreed
that nobody will lay afinger on you going forward. And you don't have to fight in the pit
next Fight Night. You don't have to fight in the pit ever again.”

“Really? Wow.” Tony gives alow whistle. “Can you walk on water too, Boss?’

Gibbsrolls hiseyes at him. “Y ou are never to be out of my sight at any time, so | can see
you're okay, and when | fight in the pit you'll sit next to Scott, watching, so | can see you
then too. You aso get to wear clothes on Fight Nights.”

“Clothes?” Tony can feel his eyeslighting up. “Damn it, Boss, what did you have to promise
Scott in return for al this?’

Gibbs shrugs. “I have to win. That’s all.”
Tony knows Gibbs too well. “Or?" he asks quietly.

Gibbs folds his arms across his chest. “Or they rape you, and when they’ re done raping you
Scott shoots you in the head,” he says bluntly.

Tony frowns. “Y ou know, Boss, your definition of ‘good’ and mine must be entirely
different.”

Gibbs leans in close. “Scott takes a cell phone to Fight Nights, Tony. | saw it,” he murmurs
into Tony' sear. “He'll also be distracted by what’s going on in the pit. And | didn't just ask
for you to wear clothes because | can’'t stand the thought of all those people staring at ya—
although that was part of it.” He gives awry grin, and Tony rolls his eyes. “Clothes will also
give you a chance to hide the cell phone.”

“Y ou want me to steal a cell phone? After all thistime telling me not to do just that?” Tony
glaresat him.



“Thisis part of awider plan. You steal the phone, go to the restroom, and make the call.
Those temporary toilets are too small for a guard to go in with you, so they' |l stay outside.
After you' ve made the call, you delete it from the phone’s memory so Scott doesn’t find oui.
Then you go back up to the bleachers and return it to Scott’s jacket, so he never knowsiit's
gone.”

“Y ou have enormous faith in my talents as a thief,” Tony says musingly.
“I do, Tony, yes.” Gibbs gazes at him steadily.

Tony gives him abig grin. “So you should! I’m an excellent thief. Did | ever tell you about
thetime | stole my housemaster’s stash of porn from the locked filing cabinet in his study?
That stuff was good! | sold half of it and made enough to keep me in Oreos and Hershey bars
for the rest of the term. Although | kept the best half, obviously. Of course they did find out it
was me eventually, possibly because | bragged about it so much.” He grimaces. “Man, the
housemaster had a mean right arm. | didn’t sit down for weeks after that, and...” He comes to
a halt as Gibbs taps him lightly on the back of the head.

“Yes, Boss. Sorry, Boss. Your own right arm is pretty mean too,” he adds, smoothing down
the hair on the back of his head ruefully. “So, what happens next?’

“Next we have to keep them all there for as long as possible to give McGee a chance to get to
us. So you need to steal the phone as early in the evening as you can. But we can't just rely
on that. Regardless of whether we get rescued or not, we're going to screw up Walid's
evening. That’s where Sam Hurrell comesin.”

“Sam?’

“Yeah. Y ou have to be my go-between, Tony. | can't train the fighters myself because they
watch me too closely, but Sam can. He's a Marine, and he knows how to organize men. He's
also going to be out in the truck after his fight, while I’ m in the pit.”

“Hang on...how do you know that? How do you know which of you will fight first?

“Because we're going to do this on finale night, and any finale I’ ve ever been to they save the
headline act until last. So, I'll be in the pit, fighting Mac, and Sam will be in the truck. My
guess isthere won't be many guards out there — everyone is going to want to watch the big
fight. So Sam is going to have to find a way to overpower the guard, get the key off him, and
release all the fighters.”

“If anyone can do it, it’'s Sam,” Tony says firmly.

Gibbs nods. “That’swhat | figured. I'll draw out the fight with Mac as long as possible, but
while everyone is watching us fight, Sam has got to free and arm as many of the fighters as
he can.”

“Thenwhat?" Tony asks.

Gibbs shrugs. “Then we hope the cavalry shows up in time to stop the whole thing becoming
abloodbath. But I’ m not coming back here after that fight, Tony, and I’m not going to any



other stable, either. | either die out there, or I go home. Those are the only choices I’ m giving
myself.”

Tony shivers, and Gibbs puts a hand on his shoulder. “Y ou okay?’

“Fine...just...those poor suckers think they know the wolfman, but they don’t, not really.
They’ ve never really seen him in action before, but | have. They won't know what’s hit
them.”

Gibbs gives a little grunt at that, but Tony thinks he looks pretty pleased all the same.

“It’s dangerous. I’ m asking everyone to put their lives on the line,” Gibbs says quietly. “Do
you think they’ Il do that for me?’

Tony gives an incredulous laugh. “Shit, Gibbs, they’re just waiting for you to ask!” He hears
footsteps outside the door and stiffens anxiously. “ There anything else | need to know?’ he
asks quickly, as the handle on the door turns and the door opens.

“Yeah...are you hungry?’ Gibbs goes over to the door, grabs a box from the guard’ s hands,
and closes the door again. He turns, and Tony gets awhiff of baked cheese so strong his
salivary glands go into overdrive.

“Oh man...please tell me that’s pizzal I’ ve been jonesing for pizza for weeks!”

“Oh yeah! It's pizza.” Gibbs has a shit-eating grin on his face. “Pepperoni, sausage, extra
cheese do for ya?’

He opens the box and slings it on the bed, and Tony shoves his nose into it and inhales the
scent dreamily.

“I love you, Boss,” he murmurs as he tears away a slice of the hot pizza and cramsiit into his
mouth. “Oh God, thisis good...oh shit...” He's aware that he's making positively orgasmic
noises as he eats. He glances up to see Gibbs smiling at him. “Christ, Jethro, you got me
medical treatment, clothes, a free pass out of the pit, and pizza,” he says between mouthfuls.
“Didn’'t you ask for anything for yourself?’

“Don’'t be an idiot, DiNozzo,” Gibbs growls, still smiling at him. ”Everything | asked for was
for me.”

“Don’'t you want some?’ Tony waves a slice of the pizzain the air. It actually makes Gibbs's
stomach roil; maybe all these months of eating plain, healthy food has changed his taste buds.

“Nah. Tanner already brought me some food while you were asleep. Besides, I'min
training.” Gibbs shrugs. “Can’t afford to lose now, Tony. Not with what’s at stake.”

Tony flashes him alook that tells him he’ s well aware of what’s at stake, and then, in typical
Tony fashion, ignores that particularly unpleasant subject and stuffs another slice of pizza



into his mouth, chewing greedily. “Man, I'm starving. One more thing,” he says between
mouthfuls. “When is finale night? When is all this going down?’

“Fight Night after next. So we have just over aweek to plan thisthing.”
“Had much less for missions before.” Tony shrugs.
“WEe'll use the coming Fight Night to do recon and figure out how it’ Il work on finale night.”

“Me and Sam will have to get the other fighters on board. That means telling them at least
some of the plan. It’sarisk,” Tony points out.

“A calculated one. Y ou know them better than me — any of them you think we can't trust?’

Tony thinks about it for amoment and then shakes his head. “No. They're all good men, and
they all want to get out of here as much as we do. What does your gut say?’

Gibbs grunts. “My gut says we have no choice. We have to trust ‘em.”

He leans back, watching as Tony finishes the pizza and then begins sucking the grease off his
fingersin away that’s positively obscene. He feels his cock harden and winces. It’s
embarrassing being naked and unable to hide any sign of arousal, and the drugs don’t help.

Tony finishes sucking and then looks at his erection and grins.
“No,” Gibbs says firmly. “We have no lube for a start, and you're too badly hurt.”

“My mouth isn’t hurt, and my mouth would very much like to say thank you both for what it
just received and what it’s about to receivel” Tony gives a lascivious grin. He slowly levers
himself off the bed and then staggers as his feet touch the ground, wincing in pain as the
movement clearly jostles his injuries. Gibbs reaches out a hand to steady him.

“Tony, don't be an idiot...” he begins, but Tony just grabs his arms to give him support, sinks
slowly down to his knees, and then swallows his cock with one smooth glide of his|lips.

Gibbs shouts out loud, shocked by how good that feels on his erect cock. Tony looks up at
him, his lips stretched taut around Gibbs's cock, and gives a cheery wink. Gibbs puts a hand
in Tony’s hair and strokes as Tony sets about giving him the best blowjob he’s ever had in his
entire life. He thought Tony’ s hand jobs were good, but thisis even better.

Tony has clearly had plenty of practice, and his lips slide up and down Gibbs's cock with
expert precision. He draws back a little way and teases the slit with histongue, while at the
same time cupping Gibbs' s balls with his hand, juggling them skilfully, and Gibbs leans back
against the wall, gasping with pleasure.

Then, without warning, Tony deep throats him with one swift movement of his head, and
Gibbs feels himself coming. He tries to draw back, but Tony isn’t having it. He holds Gibbs
in place and swallows down his come until Gibbs is completely spent. Then he draws back,
smacking his lips together happily.



“Aw, you even provided me with dessert.” Tony winks. “Y ou are truly a God among men,
Gibbs.”

All Gibbs can do is snort. “You’'ll be the death of me, DiNozzo.”

“Yup —they’ Il put it on your tombstone: ‘Leroy Jethro Gibbs — sucked to death by Tony
DiNozzo, aged 102. He died a happy death!”” Tony’ s face becomes suddenly serious. “That’s
how it’s going to be, Jethro. Y ou and me, out there, living alife together until we grow old
and die. It doesn't end here.”

Gibbs gives a little grunt. He can’t think beyond getting out of here; he has no idea what their
liveswill be after that. He can’t afford to be distracted.

He helps Tony to his feet, and Tony glances at the bed and back at him.
“There s only one bed, Jethro. Wanna share?’

Tanner told him they only had the room for the rest of the night, asit’s clear Tony iswell on
the road to recovery; tomorrow night they’ I be back in their stall as usual. Gibbs thinks it’ |l
be nice to deep in areal bed again, even if only for afew hours.

The bed isn't big, but it’s bigger than the thin mattress he’ s been sleeping on for the past few
months. He helps Tony crawl back onto it and then slides in beside him. It’s so small that
they’re jammed up close to each other, but Gibbs doesn't mind; he likes the closeness.

They're face to face, and Tony kisses him softly on the lips. Gibbs rests his hand on Tony’s
hip and kisses him back, and they fall asleep like that, both of them aware that they’re facing
the fight of their lives.

The next day Gibbs is put back into training. He works out with a vengeance, knowing that
more is at stake than ever before. Tony sits in the corner of the gym watching him, looking
tired but on the mend. Scott has been true to hisword, and Tanner has changed Tony’s
bandages and checked his injuries, giving him proper medical care.

Sam Hurrell finishes on the treadmill and grabs a drink from the table, then walks over to
where Tony is sitting. He crouches down beside him, clearly asking him how heis.

Tony begins talking, softly, dipping his head to whisper into Hurrell’ s ear. At one point
Hurrell stiffens, and then he looks up, straight at Gibbs. Gibbs gives him a barely perceptible
nod, and Hurrell’ s face breaks into a big grin.

Later, in the showers, Hurrell clearly engineers it so he getsto stand next to Gibbs. The guard
is leaning against the wall by the door, looking bored, clearly not listening, and the noise of
the showers means the sound of their voices doesn’t carry that far in any case.

“Tony told me your plan,” Hurrell murmurs.

“Youin? Gibbs asks.

“Of course I’'min. | just hope | can do what you ask.”



“Of course you damn well can, Sam. You're a Marine.”

Hurrell straightens at that, but Gibbs understands the lack of confidence; Hurrell has been
here for over six months, and a man can forget a lot about himself and who heisin that time.
Hurrell hasn’t been lucky enough to have a Tony come along and remind him, so Gibbs must
do it for him.

“Once the off-season starts, some of the fighters will be sold off. | don’t know what they’ll do
with the rest, but we might be split up, or transported someplace else. We have to act before
that happens.”

“Yeah, but finale night?” Hurrell raises an eyebrow. “Never took you for the dramatic type,
Gibbs.”

Gibbs shrugs. “Think about it, Sam. Finale night is when they’ Il all be there. Not just Walid
and Scott, but all the owners and all the sick bastards who come and watch. | don't just want
to escape. | don't want to go running back to my old life, leaving this whole operation still
going strong. Sure, | could spend the rest of my life tracking them down, but there’'s no
guarantee I’d get them all. No. | want to bring them all down, catch them in the act, and make
them all pay.”

Hurrell is staring at him.
“What?" Gibbs asks impatiently.

“Never seen you thisway before, that's all. Feels like 1" m seeing the man Tony told me
about. | wasn't sure he was even in there.”

“He' s here,” Gibbs growls. “Question is, will these men follow me? Matt, Greg...al the
others. Will they risk their lives for my plan?’

“I’ve already spoken to them, and the answer isyes,” Hurrell tells him. “They look up to you,
Gibbs. You're alegend around here. But they’re scared; they're only agreeing to it because
it’s your plan, and they think you're invincible. Don’t let them down.”

“I won't,” Gibbs says firmly. “But thisis no time for weakness. This plan only worksiif | play
my part, Tony plays his, you play yours, and they all play theirs. We have to work together.”

"*For the strength of the Pack is the Wolf, and the strength of the Wolf is the Pack'” Hurrell
guotes a him.

Gibbs quirks an eyebrow. “What's with all the wolf quotes? Did you swallow some kind of
wolf reference book or something?’

Hurrell laughs out loud. “That was Rudyard Kipling, and, uh, | guess things like that tend to
stick in my brain.”

“Yeah, you're aregular inspirational quotes factory.”



Hurrell has gone a shade of bright red that has nothing to do with the hot shower water. He
dips his head, looking supremely embarrassed. “| told you | atended leadership classes,
Gibbs. That was one of the things they suggested. Learn inspirational quotes to inspire your
men. | also know the entire St Crispen’ s Day battle speech from ‘Henry Vth' off by heart.”

“Well, don’'t damn well quote that at me too,” Gibbs says, rolling his eyes. Then he looks at
Hurrell’s earnest face and sighs. “Look, Sam, you'retrying too hard. Here.” He throwsthe
bar of soap he's holding onto the shower floor. “Try to pick that up.”

Hurrell looks at him, a confused expression in his eyes. He bends down, picks up the soap,
and hands it back to Gibbs uncertainly.

“I told you to *try* to pick it up.” Gibbs throws the soap back at him. “The point is, you
don't ‘try’ and do something, Sam. You just do it.”

“Oh, | know thisone.” Hurrell grins. ““Do or do not. Thereisnotry.” That’s Yoda...uh, ‘ Star
Wars 7" he finishes with a squeak as Gibbs gives him aglare.

Gibbs puts a hand on his shoulder and looks into his eyes. “You're already a leader, Sam. |
never met a more honourable man. Y ou’ ve been telling me awhole lot of things | should
have listened to a hell of a lot sooner, and you never gave up. You don’'t need to try to be a
leader; you already are one. There’'s no room for doubt. Just go out there on finale night and
lead these men to victory.”

Hurrell’ s face relaxes and something inside him seemsto give. He jumpsto attention and
snaps off a smart salute to Gibbs. “Yes, Gunny!”

*

Tony wakes with a stomach full of butterflies on the morning of the penultimate Fight Night.
Everyone knows they're doing recon, and the men all know they have to win their fights to be
guaranteed a place in the escape attempt the following week.

It's il early, and the klaxon hasn’t sounded yet. His back is healing, but it’s itchy now that
it’s scabbing over. He rolls his shoulders and rubs a particularly itchy part of his shoulder
blade against the mattress. It only relieves the irritation a little, so he reaches back and triesto
scratch at the scab. He' s done this before and it makes them bleed, but he prefers the soreness
to the perpetual itching.

He's just found the sore spot and started to dig in when his hand is grabbed and his wrist held
in avice-like grip.

“Do | have to borrow a set of chains from McGuire and tie you up to stop you doing that?’
Gibbs hissesin his ear.

“Ooh...kinky.” Tony glances over his shoulder with agrin.
Gibbsrolls hiseyes. “You're jittery this morning.”

“How do you...? Oh, never mind.” Tony sighs. Gibbs always knows everything.



“You’ve been awake along time, and it’s early.”
“Well, today might be the last day of my life so...” Tony shrugs.

Gibbs tightens his grasp on Tony’swrist, and Tony can feel him pressing his entire body
weight against him. “1 will not lose out there, Tony.”

“Supposing you finally come up against someone who is better than you? | mean, thisistheir
semi-final; this guy is probably good.”

“You're not listening. | will not lose out there, Tony,” Gibbs repeats into his ear.

Tony can feel Gibbs's erection digging into his buttocks, and he opens his legs and goes up
on all fours. “Fuck me, Jethro. Fuck me like it’s the last time you' Il ever fuck me. Make me
feel it,” he urges.

Gibbs needs no further invitation. He grabs the oil from under the pillow, and then Tony feels
him sinking his fingers inside him. Before long, they’re replaced by the familiar burning
press of his big, hard cock. Tony loves the sensation of being stretched, and he particularly
loves thetingling fizz he feels every time Gibbs's cock brushes his prostate.

Gibbs does exactly what Tony asked him to do and fucks him hard. It’sthe first time he's
taken him from behind — before Tony’ s always been on his back, but it’s too sore for them to
have sex that way right now.

Tony likes how vulnerable it feels, kneeling there with his ass in the air as Gibbs pounds into
him from behind. He likes being able to see Gibbs when they’re fucking, but there's
something raw and thrilling about doing it this way too.

Gibbs is like a piston, thrusting into him good and hard for a very long time. Choosing to
have sex with Gibbs is one of the few things Tony has any control over in this place, and it
makes him feel alive, asif he has at least some say in his own destiny. Gibbs's cock
hammering in and out of his hole makes him feel filled and complete.

Gibbs comes with a deep, pleasure-filled moan, and Tony grins, delighted that he can wring
that kind of sound from his usually taciturn lover. He finishes jerking himself off, Gibbs's
cock 4ill lodged inside him, and comes with a happy moan of his own.

Then he pulls forward and turns around, an unpleasant thought occurring to him. “What will
you think about when you're fucking that other guy in the pit later? Will you be thinking
about me?’

Gibbs raises an eyebrow. “Jealous, Tony?’

“No!” Tony laughs and then makes aface. “Y eah. A little. I’'m going to be watching,
remember. I’m going to have sit up there and watch you stick it to some other guy.”

“I won't enjoy it, Tony. It’s not something | do by choice.”



“I know. Still doesn’t mean | have to like it. You're mine, and I’ ve never been good at
sharing.”

“So, you're the possessive type, huh?’
“Aren’t you?’ Tony shoots back. “Imagine if it was me out there; how would you feel 7’

“I’d want to tear the world apart to make it stop,” Gibbs replies, his eyes darkening. He grabs
Tony’s head and looks intently into his eyes. “It’s nothing at all like what we do together,
Tony. It’s nothing like this.” He pulls Tony’ s head towards him and gives him a fierce kiss.

Tony wonders whether they could ever have got this intimate under any other circumstances.
Now the real Gibbs has been unleashed, he' s a passionate, focused lover, and he knows what
he wants, treating Tony’s body like he has dominion over it. He's a generous lover, never
failing to give Tony pleasure, but he's also extremely forceful and demanding — which
doesn't surprise Tony at all.

Tony isglad he' s no shy virgin, because being locked up with this particular wolf isa
challenge, no matter how attractive he finds the man. Gibbs isn’t holding anything back; he’s
giving Tony everything he’'s got, and Tony loves it. He doubts many people would be able to
handle it though, and he wonders how Shannon managed it. No wonder there are sO many ex
Mrs Gibbses out there.

The klaxon sounds, and they’re herded through their morning routine and then taken to the
truck. Despite the entirely welcome fucking, Tony is still jittery. He believes in Gibbs, and he
believes Gibbs will win, but they all have a lot riding on the man right now. Can he deliver —
or will he buckle under all the pressure? It’s alot for one man to handle.

Ellis comes over to him, a sour look on his face, carrying a pile of clothes in hisarms. “These
arefor you,” he says, holding up the clothes, but when Tony reaches out to take them he
drops them deliberately on the floor and walks away.

Tony bends down and picks them up. “Aw...they shop at Sears, Boss, just like you,” he says,
holding up a pair of black jeans and ared and black plaid shirt. Gibbs slaps the back of his
head without missing a beat, and Tony sgueaks in response, grinning wildly at the same time.
“No underwear, no socks, no boots. | guessthisisit,” Tony sayswith asigh as he examines
the clothes. “Kind of minimalist.”

“But not as minimalist as your current outfit,” Gibbs points out, glancing at his naked body.
“True.” Tony pullsthe jeans on and zips them up. It feels strange to be clothed after so long
naked, and the fabric feels rough against his skin. He pulls the shirt on and buttons it up and
then smooths it down with energetic sweeps of his fingers. “How do | look?’ He turnsto
Gibbs with a beaming smile.

“Like alumberjack,” Gibbs grunts. Tony makes aface at him. “Rule number one or three —
never date alumberjack,” Gibbs adds.

“Uh, that’s not rule number one, Boss,” Tony says, confused. “Or three actualy.”



“Someone else’srules.” Gibbs gives arueful little smile. He puts his hands on Tony’s
shoulders and looks him up and down, and then he leans in and whispersin hisear. “You
look great. | won't lose. And I'll definitely be thinking about you.”

He puts ahand on Tony’s jeans-clad ass, cups one buttock, and squeezes. Tony grins,
suddenly feeling a lot less anxious.

They’re herded into the truck, chained as usual, driven for a couple of hours to their
destination, and then hauled out the other end and shoved into the holding pen — except for
Tony.

Scott appears, all beaming smiles and devious, piggy little eyes. He slaps a hand on Tony’s
shoulder, making him wince as it lands on his whipped flesh.

“You're with me, Tony!” he announces loudly. “Fight well, Leroy,” he says, with a glance at
Gibbs. “I’ll keep this boy nice and safe beside me. Y ou can have him back when you win.”
That comment sends shivers up Tony’s spine, knowing the bargain Gibbs and Scott have
struck between them.

He' staken in chains up to Scott’ s little camp on the bleachers. Several familiar faces are
there; Frank, Tanner, McGuire, Ellis, and many of the other guards. Even Pete the truck
driver isthere, but he refuses to meet Tony’s eyes. Tony wonders if he's angry that he stole
his cell phone or guilty about what happened to him as aresult.

He's seated next to Scott, which is good. Although his hands are attached to his ankles by a
chain, it’s aloose chain, and he has plenty of freedom of movement. He decides he can use
the chainsto his advantage when the time comes, if Gibbs is right, and Scott does have a cell
phone.

Mac comes on to fight first. Tony had forgotten what a big bastard he is. He looks more like a
man mountain than ever as he lumbers into the pit. The crowd goes wild for him, chanting his
name, and he waves and makes obscene gestures with his arms — which just sends them into
even more of a frenzy.

“He’ s quite the showman, isn’t he, Tony?" Scott murmurs, leaning forward and watching
intently.

“You could call it that. I'd call him agreat, big ham actor personally, but whatever.” Tony
shrugs.

Tony sees Frank leaning forward too, and he knows the trainer will be assessing every single
aspect of Mac’s performance to see if there are any weaknesses.

Mac’s opponent is also a big guy, and the commentator obligingly refersto it as a fight
between two giants. They lumber around the pit for a while, bodies gleaming, yelling insults
at each other. Then Mac strikes, and he’s faster than Tony expected for such a massive guy;
maybe Walid' s trainer has been working with him on that, knowing that speed and agility are
Gibbs's strengths.



Before long, Mac is pummelling his victim into the ground, after which he does a victory lap
around the pit, before returning to piss on the losing fighter.

“Aw, that's gross.” Tony turns his head away. He knew it was Mac’s signature move, but
knowing it and seeing it are two different things. He's al the more grateful that Gibbs struck
that bargain with Scott and spared him fighting Mac in the pit, or he would be experiencing a
very different kind of evening right now.

Tony pullson his lower lip glumly. Quite frankly, Mac is streets ahead of all the other
fighters he’s seen. He's bigger, stronger, and meaner. He also goesinto that pit like he loves
it and wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the world. The other fighters, even the good
ones, look like what they are; men who have been kidnapped and thrown into this nightmare
against their will, doing their best to survive. Some of them try and play to the crowd to
psych themselves up, but none of them look as at ease out there as Mac does.

Gibbs is good, and he' s bulked up alot since his capture, but Mac is still a hell of alot bigger
than him. Does Gibbs seriously stand any chance against this guy next week? Supposing their
plan doesn’t work, and the cavalry doesn’t turn up in time? Supposing Mac beats Gibbsto a
pulp, and then rapes and pisses on him? Tony doesn’t think he could bear that.

Beside him, he can see Scott and Frank exchanging worried glances. They can see how
invincible Mac istoo, and they are clearly shitting themselves wondering if Gibbs can
possibly beat him.

There' sabrief interlude while more sawdust is thrown down, and then Hurrell comes into the
pit. Tony finds his hands curling into fists. They need Hurrell to win; if he loses he'll go to
another stable, and they need him for the escape attempt next week.

Hurrell is good, but so is his opponent. They fight along, hard fight, before Hurrell takes him
down. Scott, Ellis, Frank and all the members of Scott’s camp rise to their feet as one, and
Tony finds himself rising with them, clapping his hands together and yelling inrelief. He
exchanges a happy glance with Frank and then feels complicit in this whole thing.

He can suddenly see how easy it isto get sucked in and how addictive it is. After awhile you
barely care about the brutality, or the raping. It’s just part of the game. Y ou get swept up in
the emotions and forget these are real people who have been kidnapped and forced to fight
and rape at gunpoint. He sits down quietly.

Scott is delighted. He shakes hands with Frank, and Tony guesses that Gibbs isn’t the only
fighter they have money on. Then Scott reaches into his pocket...and pulls out a cell phone.
Tony heaves a sigh of relief, noting which pocket Scott kept it in and what kind of a phone it
is.

Scott punches in a number. “Did you see that?’ he crows down the phone. “Now can you see
Hurrell is worth more than the measly 50k you offered me for him? He' s a potential winner —
next year, with the right training, he could win the entire season.”

Tony realises that he and Gibbs and the other fighters only see atiny glimpse of thiswhole
operation. They only see the inside of the stable, and the truck, and the holding pens and the
pit. Sitting up here on the bleachers, you get a different perspective. There is clearly awhole



other world going on up here, with stable owners doing deals with each other to buy and sell
the best fighters, and money changing hands in the betting. It’s a big business — the sums
being thrown around prove that — and Scott doesn’t just have his eye on winning this season.
He' s already thinking about the next.

“We'll see, my friend. We'll see!” Scott says gloatingly into the phone. He waves his hand at
someone sitting over the far side of the bleachers, presumably another stable owner. Then he
finishes the call and replaces the cell phone in his pocket.

Tony lets his gaze wander a little further along the crowd...and it comesto rest on Walid.

Walid is sitting on his throne, dressed as immaculately as ever. He' s wearing his sunglasses,
and one of hislegsistilted neatly over the other. He looks as cold, withdrawn, and detached
as always. There's an aura of power around him. Thisis hisdomain. Here he is emperor and
everyone else isa minion.

There' s a sneer on his polite mask of a face as he looks down on the crowd, and Tony sees
that Walid despises his people even as he provides for their entertainment. Watching him,
Tony gets a sense of the man’s huge ego. Thisis Walid’'s tournament. It’s his baby. He
created this entire world; he funds it, and he organizes all the fights.

The ideathat a puffed up idiot like Scott could walk into hisworld, get lucky, and steal
victory from him is obscene to him. He would lose, gracefully, if he thought his opponent
was a worthy one who had outplayed him, but loseto an idiot like Scott? That prospect must
be eating him up inside. No wonder he’ stried so hard to get into Gibbs's head and cause him
to lose.

Walid suddenly inclines his head in Tony’ s direction, and Tony realizes he’'s been seen.
Damn —it’s always so hard knowing where Walid is looking behind the sunglasses. Tony
decides, possibly unwisely, to screw with him, so he gives him a big grin and puts both his
thumbs in the air.

“Take that, fucker,” he mutters under his breath, knowing just how angry Walid must be right
now that he’s evaded that fight against Mac that Walid had scheduled for him.

Walid runs his hand over his goatee, looking supremely unconcerned, and Tony shifts
uncomfortably. Unlike Scott, Walid is a formidable opponent and should not be under-
estimated.

Tony asks to use the restroom, and is escorted there by McGuire. Gibbs isright; the toilets
aretoo small for aguard to enter, and McGuire stays outside, guarding the door. Afterwards,
as they leave the restrooms, Tony glances over to the holding pens. They're visible from the
toilets, and Gibbs sees him and jerks his head in his direction. That’s good too; next week,
Tony will give them a signal to let them know if he made the call or not. The men will make
their move either way, but their game plan will be different depending on whether rescue is
potentially on itsway, or if they're on their own.

Tony returns to the bleachers and sits through the rest of the fights. It's a fantastic evening for
Scott, with most of his fighters winning. Tony knows why — they’ ve all got the added
incentive of knowing that they’ll get a chance to escape next week. Their numbers will be



swelled by the new fightersthey’ |l take home, but Tony doubts Gibbs will trust the new men
enough to tell them his plan. However, when Hurrell makes his move next week, Tony bets
most, if not al, will decide to join in.

Gibbsison last. It makes sense; Mac opened the evening’'s ‘ entertainment’, and Gibbs, his
main rival, will close it. Mac won his fight, and the winner of Gibbs's fight will face himin
the finale.

Tony watches intently as Gibbs prowls into the pit. He moves so differently from Mac, with
slow, controlled movements and a deadly kind of grace.

Gibbs glances up, looking directly at him, and Tony stands and waves both his hands in the
air. He knows Gibbs doesn’t need any reminding what’s at stake here, but he wants him to
know he's fine and that Gibbs should concentrate on the fight and not on him.

Ellis yanks him back down to his seat, and then Gibbs' s opponent is released into the pit.

Tony watches, open-mouthed, as Gibbs delivers a master-class in fighting. Even the crowd
gasps as Gibbs powers through, outwitting, outsmarting, and outfighting his opponent at
every turn. Gibbs's opponent is a semi-finalist, aman who, according to the commentator,
has only lost one fight all season, but it’s like watching a master against a complete beginner.
Gibbs has never looked more like a hungry wolf as he paces around the pit, stalking his prey
and then bringing him down with his sharp teeth.

It’s all over in a matter of minutes, the fastest fight of the night, and the crowd is stunned.

Scott’s camp are all on their feet, cheering wildly. Tony sees Scott and Frank exchange a
different look this time. They are hopeful; they think if anyone can beat Mac, it's Gibbs, and
having seen him in action this evening, Tony can see why.

The crowd hushes, and Tony wants to look away, not wanting to see what comes next. Then
he steels himself. Gibbs has to actually do this; the least he can do is be there with him, every
step of the way, just like Gibbs was there for him during that whipping.

So he stands there, unmoving, looking down on the pit as Gibbs approaches the man he just
beat. And, as he watches, Gibbs looks up, straight at him, and nods. Tony nods back,
remembering their conversation that morning. Neither of them smiles. Neither of them wants
this. It just has to be done. Tony feels sorry for the poor bastard Gibbs will fuck and feels
sorry for Gibbs having no choice but to fuck him, but none of them have any choice in the
matter, and the alternative is much worse.

Tony holds Gibbs's gaze as he fucks his opponent, sharing the unpleasantness of the moment
with him. Gibbsis at least merciful with his victims. He doesn’t draw it out, or, as one of the
fighters did earlier, withdraw when he’s on the brink and come on his opponent’s body. He
just does what he has to, and then draws back and, with one last look at Tony, he stalks out of
the pit.

“It would seem,” Scott says, leaning towards Tony. “That Leroy wasright. Our little
agreement does seem to have properly incentivized him. I’ ve never seen him more on fire. |
think Mac had better watch out next week.”



He claps a happy hand on Tony’s shoulder, making him wince again, and then shoves him
towards the stairs. They go back down to the truck, where Gibbs is already being chained up,
ready for transport. Scott is all beaming smiles, congratulations, and pumping handshakes, as
if hereally believes Gibbs is his friend, and not aman he is coercing and blackmailing to
victory. “Well done, Leroy! Excellent fight! The best of the evening!”

“I must concur,” a silky voice says from behind them. Tony turnsto see Walid standing there
with his entourage of bodyguards. “That really was a most impressive victory, Jethro.”

Gibbs stiffens at the use of hisreal name, and Scott just looks confused. Walid ignores Scott
completely, clearly considering him to be a complete nonentity, and leans in close to Gibbs.
He removes his sunglasses, and Tony gets a flash of those cold, dark eyes.

“I must congratulate you, Jethro. | expected to see Tony fight Mac in the pit tonight but it
would appear you outplayed me.” He pauses for amoment, considering that. “A most novel
experience.” He inclines his head graciously. “Enjoy your moment while you can, Jethro,
because thisis your last week in Scott’s stable. After next Fight Night, you will belong to
me.”

He replaces his sunglasses and then, with adismissive look a Tony, he moves silently away,
his entourage following.

“Oh no, you sick freak. After next Fight Night, you will belong to me,” Gibbs growls under
his breath, so quietly that only Tony hears him.

Tony glances at Walid's retreating back, and is reminded of a cobra, sleek, silent, cold, and
deadly. Then he glances at Gibbs and sees the snarling wolf, hackles raised, teeth bared,
ready to do battle with the snake. One thing is certain; they are heading for a showdown far
more epic than anything that will take place in the pit. It is Walid and Gibbs who will do
battle next Fight Night, and only one of them can win.

But which one will it be: the cobra or the wolf?

*

Gibbs spends the next week surreptitiously training his men. He watches their training fights
when he can, offering them little bits and pieces of encouragement and advice, and is
gratified when they visibly blossom. It seems Hurrell was right about their high regard for
him. He doesn’t approach the new men; like Tony, he's of the opinion they’ll all join in on
the night, but he doesn’t trust them with the plan beforehand in case they tell one of the
guards. Only he, Tony, and Hurrell know the entire plan. Greg, Matt and the others know
there will be an escape attempt but not what form it will take. Hurrell has just told them to be
ready when the time comes. He's a good Marine, and Gibbs can see the men responding to
his leadership.

The last Fight Night of the season is upon them all too quickly. After months of gruelling
days and boring nights, suddenly the time flashes by, and all too soon it’s the night before the
big fight. The door is locked behind them in their stall for the final time, and Gibbs finds
himself looking at Tony, and Tony looking back.



“So thisisit,” Tony says quietly.

“Yeah.”

“Look, Jethro, whatever happens tomorrow...”
“Don’'t, Tony. Just...don’t.” Gibbs shakes his head.

There are so many ways tomorrow could go. His plan could work, and all this could end. Or
his plan could fail, Tony could be raped and murdered, and he could end up in atruck on his
way back to Walid’s stable for the off-season. Or they could both die out there. Mac might
kill him in the pit, or Walid might decide to kill him, just because he can. Or Hurrell might
get the men free and arm them, and there could be a shoot-out where they all die.

“Come here,” Tony says quietly, holding out his hand.

Gibbstakesit, and Tony pulls him in close. It’s such a comfort to feel all that warm, solid
flesh against his body. Tony wraps his arms around him and moves him in a silent dance
around the stall.

“But | do know one and one istwo,” Tony singsinto his ear. “ And if this one could be with
you, what a wonderful world this could be.”

Gibbs thinks of Rajul, Steve, Ben, Brian and all the others. He thinks of what he’'s been made
to do every time he stepped out into the pit. He thinks of the way they whipped Tony until the
blood ran down his back. And he thinks of the long nights alone, facing himself and his own
weaknesses in this tiny stall before Tony arrived.

“Doesn’'t seem like such awonderful world to me,” he muttersinto Tony' s shoulder.
Tony laughs. “Sure it is. You're just looking at this the wrong way.”

Gibbs thinks about the dark days before Tony got here. Then Tony arrived, turning night into
day with his smile, and charisma, and sheer zest for life. He thinks about how Tony brought
with him atowering, unshakeable belief in Leroy Jethro Gibbs that made him believe in
himself again, when he’d nearly forgotten who he was.

He thinks of the slow, inching progress they made towards admitting a truth they’ d been
denying for ten, long years. He thinks of Tony’s hands on his body in the night, giving him
company and comfort and asking for nothing in return.

He thinks of Tony stealing oil to massage into his skin and pressing little kisses onto his
scars. He thinks of long conversations in the night, talking about hislife in away he’s never
done with anyone else. He thinks about how that wasn’t easy, and yet somehow it was easier
than it should have been, because it was Tony he was confiding in. He thinks of Tony’s lips
on his, and the feel of Tony’s body under his fingers, and his mouth, and around his cock.

“But | do know that | love you, and | know that if you loved me too, what a wonderful world
thiscould be,” Tony half-whispers, half-sings into his ear.



Maybe he' s right. Gibbs takes hold of Tony’s head and kisses him on the lips, gently pushing
his tongue into Tony’s mouth, and they dance to the sound of music only they can hear,
kissing as they go.

Later, they sink down onto the mattresses on the floor, and Gibbs finds the oil and buries
himself deep inside Tony’ s body. They might not have tomorrow but they have tonight, and
if it’stheir last night together Gibbs wants to savour every second of it.

He isn't sure how many times they make love. He doesn't know how many times they kiss,
or how many times he comes deep inside Tony’s body. He doesn’'t know how many times
Tony arches up against him and comes in his mouth, or on his fingers.

All he is aware of isthe smoothness of Tony’s skin under his lips, the softness of his hair
under his fingers, the warmth of his lips against his own, and the soft mewling sound of his
cries of pleasure. They don't speak, they just make love, their bodies rising and falling
against each other in arhythmic dance that neither of them wants to end.

They perform what might be their final dance together until finally they can dance no more.
Then they just lie there, looking at each other, tired fingers tracing gentle circles on each
other’ s bodies. When they finally fall asleep, it’s with their arms wrapped around each other,
and their bodies entwined.

In the morning, after he's showered, Gibbs gazes at himself in the mirror, looking at his shorn
head where Frank shaved him the previous day. He is the wolf, the hunter, but he doesn’'t
need anger to help him fight anymore; he has something much better to fight for now.

There is a different atmosphere in the truck asthey drive to the venue. Hurrell, Greg, Matt
and the others are all hyped up; he can see it in their eyes and the way their legs bob
nervously up and down. Their eyes are on him for the entire journey, and he can feel the
burden of their expectation upon him, weighing him down. Then Tony puts a hand on his
shoulder and squeezes, and he remembers that he isn’t alone.

Hurrell leans forward. “For the strength of the Pack isthe Wolf,” he says softly, gazing at
Gibbs.

Gibbs nods and straightens. “And the strength of the Wolf is the Pack,” he replies, glancing
around the entire truck as he speaks. He sees the fighters straighten too, nodding at him,
understanding.

Hurrell grins, and Gibbs grins back at him, thinking that maybe the inspirational quote school
of leadership doesn't suck as much as he thought it did.

The truck comes to a halt, and the doors are opened. Gibbs feels a cool wind on his face, and
he looks up to see a bright, full moon in the sky.

“It'sagood omen,” Tony whispersin his ear. “Wolves like a full moon.”

*



Tony is taken up onto the bleachers, just the same as last time. Scott is so nervous there’'sa
sheen of sweat on his forehead that he keeps dabbing away, despite the coolness of the night
air. There'sawind rustling around them, the clouds scurrying fast overhead, and Tony can
sense an impending storm.

He hopes that won't interfere with the cell phone reception. There’s no way of knowing if
this is the same venue as last week; the venues change fairly frequently, but from up in the
bleachers, with the floodlights beaming down onto the pit, it always looks the same.

There is a carnival atmosphere here tonight. People have clearly started drinking early, and
there is an abundance of costumes. Tony counts dozens of wolves and just as many firemen
costumes. It would be ludicrous if the situation were less horrific. Asit is, it just lends the
occasion a sense of the macabre. There is singing, and chanting, and people banging on
drums, and Tony feels like he's in the middle of some ghoulish festival of evil.

The commentator starts cranking the crowd up even more, telling them what they have in
store for them, and the crowd cheers and catcalls in response. There is a feeling of menace
about the place, a certain kind of tension, and a thought occursto Tony.

He leans across to speak to Scott, who is sipping on his flask of whisky, the nerves clearly
getting to him. “Is this going to be the same as the other Fight Nights?’ Tony asks.

“Not exactly, no.” Scott wipes some more swesat from his forehead. “Y ou see, during the
week Prince Walid decided that our normal finale isn’t exciting enough.”

Tony feels his stomach doing a nervous flip.
“He decided we need more of a climax. Now, after the losing fighter has...uh...well...”
“Been raped?’ Tony suggests.

Scott shrugs that off. “ After the usual end of fight climax...” He says that without any hint of
irony at all about the play on words, and Tony almost admires him for that. “Then Prince
Walid intends to dispatch the losing fighter himself.”

“And by ‘dispatch’ you mean ‘kill’ 7’

Scott shrugs. “His Royal Highness felt the audience deserved something more on finale night.
He felt they should have the promise of knowing that blood will be spilled, not just the
possibility of it. He also wanted to feel more personally involved in the proceedings. He's
tired of just watching.”

“He could always go out there and fight himself if he really wanted to feel it,” Tony offers
facetiously.

“WEell, in any case, he felt thiswas the kind of grand climax the audience deserves. After all,
they’ ve been loyal followers of our little tournament for several months now, and he wants
them to leave the pit talking about what a wonderful night it’s been so that they come back
next year.”



“Hang on, these fighters are worth alot of money. It’s all very well him killing his own
property — but supposing he has to kill yours? If Gibbs wins, Mac belongs to you,” Tony
points out.

“Well, yes.” Scott looks pained. “He did promise me appropriate recompense though, and
he’s a man of hisword.”

“Oh yeah. Whatever else you might say about Walid, he’s definitely that.” Tony glances over
at where Walid is making his grand entrance. The crowd goes wild, chanting his name over
and over again. “Looks like Walid knows his audience well,” Tony mutters. The promise of
an actual death at the end of the contest seems to have electrified them.

“I should remind you,” Scott says peevishly. “That my bargain with Leroy still stands. If he
loses, then before Walid shoots him, | will take you down to the pit, invite anyone who wants
you to fuck you, and then shoot you myself.”

“Sounds like areal party.” Tony gives his brightest, shiniest grin because he’s not letting this
bastard think he's scared. “Can’t wait.”

So that’s it. If Gibbs loses then both he and Tony will die out here tonight. So if the plan
doesn't work, if Sam doesn't manage to overcome the guard and free the fighters, and if
McGee and the cavalry don’'t show up in time, then thisisiit.

Scott dabs his forehead with his handkerchief again and then raises his flask of whisky to his
mouth.

“So, | waswondering...” Tony raises his hands into the air and one of his chains catches on
Scott’s arm, jolting it and causing him to spill the whisky. In the ensuing confusion and
spluttering, Tony slips his hand into Scott’s nearest jacket pocket, hoping against hope that
the cell phoneisn’t in the other one. He's in luck and his hand closes around the hard edge of
the phone.

He removes it stealthily and slips it up his sleeve, while simultaneously mopping Scott’s
trademark cream-coloured suit with his other hand, making a big fuss over the large brown
stain on the lapel.

“Get off me, you idiot!” Scott roars, pushing him away.

“Sorry...so sorry...” Tony makes aface. “Damn it, al that talk of being raped and murdered
later has made me want to piss.”

“Now?" Scott asksirritably. “The fighting is just about to sart!”
“Sorry.” Tony bites on his lip and shrugs helplessly. “Should | do it in my pants maybe?’

“You really are the most infuriating man I’ ve ever met! | have no ideawhat Leroy seesin
you!”

“Really? But you' ve seen how cute my assis, right?” Tony grins. “That’s what Leroy seesin
me.”



“Oh, just go!”

Thistimeit’s Ellis who escorts him down to the toilets. He keeps one hand on Tony's
shoulder as they walk down the stairs, and he shoves him irritably into atoilet when they get
there. Tony startsto close the door, but Ellis puts his foot in it, keeping it open.

“I want to keep an eye on you.”

“Ah, that might be a problem. See...| can never pee when anyone’ s watching,” Tony says
apologetically, thinking on his feet.

“Get the fuck on with it.” Ellis remains there, foot jammed in the door.

Tony makes a big show of standing over thetoilet, whistling to himself. “Nope...it's not
working. We could stay here all night looking at my dick hoping it’ll spring a leak, but you'll
miss the fighting. Why don’t you just let me shut the door and get on with it?" he suggests.
“It'snot asif | can go anywhere.”

Ellisglares at him but finally he removes his foot, and Tony closes the door. He rests his back
againgt it, heaving a sigh of relief. Then, with shaking fingers, he removes the cell phone
from his sleeve.

“Please let there be service...please,” he whispers under his breath. There was last week, but
that could have been at a different venue, or a different part of the grounds.

The phone lights up as he presses a button and...yes! Service! Five strong, healthy bars,
indicating there shouldn’t be any problems connecting.

He looks at his still shaking fingers, takes a deep breath, and calms himself down.
“You are not going to fuck it up thistime, like you did last time,” he tells himself sternly. His
fingers stop shaking, and he begins pressing in the number. He finishes, jams his finger on

the green telephone on the display screen, and the phone startsto ring.

It's answered immediately although there’ s nobody there — Tony knows it’s automated. He
watches the seconds counting up on the phone’s display.

“Eighteen, nineteen...come on...come on...twenty...twenty-one...”

“Hurry the fuck up! The fighting’ s about to start!” Ellis bangs impatiently on the toilet door,
making Tony jump, and he drops the phone.

“No!” He scrambles after it and picks it up, hoping the connection hasn’t been lost. “Twenty-
six...twenty-seven...twenty-eight...Yes!”

He gives it another few seconds, just to be safe, and then he disconnects. He takes a quick
moment to delete all trace of the call, and then, taking arisk, he goes to the text function and
sends a quick text to McGee's cell. Just one word: “ Hurry.”



He deletes that too and slides the phone back up his sleeve again, just as Ellis bangs on the
door a second time.

Tony opens it, smiling. “Sorry...nerves,” he says apologetically.

Ellis grabs him by the collar of his shirt and begins hauling him back to the stands. Over in
the distance, Tony can see Gibbs and Hurrell and the othersin the holding pen, watching him.
He shoots off a quick salute —that’ sthe signal that all is going to plan. He sees Gibbs
straighten up, and then he gives him a salute back in return. Message received and
understood.

Ellis drags him back up the stairs. He can hear from the sounds in the pit behind him that
they’ ve missed the beginning of the first fight.

He shuffles apologetically along the row of seats back to where Scott is sitting and, upon
reaching the man, opens his arms and envelops himin abig bear hug. “Scott! | missed you!”

Scott shoves him off irritably, but not before Tony has slipped the phone back into his pocket.
“What the hell do you think you're doing?’ Scott demands.

“Nothing...being nervous always makes me a bit loopy.” Tony grins. “Ask Leroy. Oh, well,
you can't, because he's down there, and I’m up here, but he'd tell you...”

Ellis delivers such aforceful backhander across his mouth that he falls sideways. “ Shut the
fuck up and watch the fighting, pussy boy. Y ou might learn something,” Ellis growls.

Tony nurses his split lip, a satisfied smile on his face. Phase one of the mission accomplished.
Now it’s down to Hurrell and the other fighters.

And Gibbs.
And McGee.
And Fornell.

There are so many piecesto fall into place; Tony wonders if this plan stands a hope in hell of
working. He has no idea where the venue is, or how far McGee will have to travel. He also
has no idea if Fornell will make good on his promise to get the FBI involved. Otherwise
McGee is likely to turn up with just Ziva, Abby, Ducky, and Jimmy in his NCI S truck, and
frankly, Tony doesn’'t think that’s going to do them much good against all the people here,
however welcome it would be to see their faces.

Tony licks away at his bloody lip, feeling more anxious than ever. He hasn’'t even told Gibbs
that the cavalry McGee will be bringing with him is the FBI and not NCIS. He knows Gibbs
doesn't like or trust the FBI, even if he does have some kind of weird, odd couple friendship
going on with Fornell.

They’re probably all going to hell tonight, but maybe there' s just a glimmer of hope that
somehow it’ll al work out.



Tony crosses his fingers behind his back and waits.

*

The wind is blowing harder now and there are spots of rain in the air. Some nearby trees are
thrashing around as the storm startsto pick up pace.

Gibbs hunkers down beside Hurrell in the holding pen, out of earshot of the guard. “Go
through it with me one moretime,” he says.

“After my fight, when the guard takes me back to the truck, | overpower him and steal the
keys to the chains and his gun.”

“Make sure you kill him or knock him out,” Gibbs says grimly. “So he can’t sound the alarm.
Chain him in the back of the truck and gag him if need be. Killing’'s a last resort, but do it if
you haveto.”

Hurrell nods. “I take his clothes, pretend to be him, and free the rest of our fighters. Then we
take out the guards around the other holding pens and trucks, but quietly, so nobody hears.
We free all the fighters we can.”

“Don’t fire the guns, just use them to knock the guards out; we can’'t afford for the guardsin
the pit to hear them being fired and come out and investigate,” Gibbs instructs.

“I'll do my best, but if all goes well then by thistime I'[| have freed a hell of alot of fighters
from different stables, and they might not want to take orders from me.”

“Make them.”

Hurrell gazes at him uncertainly and then his eyes clear, and he nods again. “Y es, Gunny.”
“Thenwhat?" Gibbs asks.

“Then we surround the outside of the pit, overpowering any guards we find there.”

Gibbs nods. “I’'ll do my bit. I’ll hold out against Mac for aslong as| can to give you time to
overpower the guard and get the fighters free.”

That’s important. Hurrell can’t start his escape attempt until Gibbs goes into the pit to fight
Mac because that’s when there will be the fewest guards around out back. Gibbs is counting
on them all wanting to watch the big fight, leaving a skeleton guard detail on the pens and the
trucks. This plan wouldn’t work on a normal Fight Night, when the holding pens are heavily
guarded.

“And Tony did his bit — he got the phone call taken care of early, so we have afew hours,”
Gibbs adds.

It might not be enough. He knows that. McGee has to track them down, organize a rescue
mission, and get out here — and all before the grand finale comesto aclose. It’s atall order. If
NCIS doesn't turn up, then Sam, Gibbs, Tony and the other men will just have to fight it out



with the rest of the guards, the crowd, and all Walid's bodyguards themselves - and Gibbs has
afeeling that'll turn into a bloodbath.

“Organise your men. Lead them with confidence. Make them obey you,” Gibbs tells Hurrell.
“They’re not exactly my men...”

“A good leader can lead anyone,” Gibbs says firmly. He's not entirely sure that’s true, but he
wants Hurrell to believe it. The man’s biggest obstacle is his own lack of confidence.

“Yes.” Hurrell gazes at him with the same look of total belief Tony always gives him. “We
really are going to do this, aren’'t we, Gibbs?’

“Yeah, Sam.” Gibbs squeezes his shoulder. “We really are.”

*

The night wears on, and the audience becomes more and more excited leading up to the big
finish. Tony’slegs jog up and down anxiously as he wonders where the hell McGee is.

“C’'mon...c’mon...c’mon...” he mutters under his breath. The wind is cold, and he’s glad
he's at least wearing a shirt. The fighters in the holdings pens out back will be feeling it.

The penultimate fight arrives — and it’s Hurrell. That works out well for their plan. All the
fighterswill now be chained back in the truck. Hurrell will make his move when they take
him back out there, before they put the chains on him. It gives him more of a chance. But first
he hasto win...

Hurrell enters the pit confidently and fights the best Tony has ever seen him fight. He easily
beats his opponent and before long he's striding out of the pit.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen, the moment we' ve all been waiting for! The big one, the
finale, the clash of the Titans!” The commentator pauses for dramatic effect. “It’s the
showdown between the wolfman and the fireman!”

The crowd goes berserk and it takes several minutes for them to calm down again. There's
whistling, and screaming, and someone’ s banging on those damn drums again. A loud
chanting starts up as fans of the wolfman scream at fans of the fireman, and the tension on the
bleachers mounts.

Tony takes a deep breath and offers up a prayer to the heavens.

*

Gibbs stands in the holding pen on the edge of the pit, waiting his turn. He can see Mac, over
at the opposite end of the pit, glaring through the bars of his pen, looking straight at him.

Mac makesan ‘L’ sign with his hands. “Loser!” he screams. “I’m coming for you,
Wolfman!”



His pen is opened, and Mac bounds out into the pit. “Who’s afraid of the big, bad wolf?’ he
screams to the crowd. “Not me! I’m gonna yank on histail so hard he cries like a baby!” He
makes an obscene gesture with his hand on his cock as he says that.

The crowd goes wild, standing up and chanting “Fire-man, Fire-man, Fire-man!” over and
over again.

Gibbs thinks about what he's going to do out there. Thisisn't like a normal fight in the pit.
He' s not going out there to win, but to buy time for Hurrell to free the fighters. Unfortunately
for him, he knows that the longer the fight continues the more disadvantaged he is, because of
his age. Mac is a good twenty years younger than him and both taller and heavier. Everything
is stacked against Gibbs.

For the first time, Gibbs knows there is areal possibility of defeat. With defeat comes Tony’s
death, and that’s not something he can contemplate. But if he wins time for Hurrell to free the
fighters, then maybe they’ [| storm the pit before it comesto that. Or maybe McGee will show

up.
Maybe, maybe, maybe...there are too many maybes in this plan. He doesn't like it.

Mac is still screaming at the crowd, working them up into afrenzy, and then Gibbs spen is
opened, and he prowls out into the pit.

He doesn't work the crowd. He never has. He' s always ignored them. He glances up at where
Tony is sitting, his gaze going immediately to him. Tony stands up and looks down on him,
and Gibbs feels himself almost tangibly drawing strength from him.

“So, it’s the wolfman versus the fireman. Neither of them has lost afight all season, and
they’d both make worthy champions. But which one will it be? The fireman’s bigger and
stronger, but the wolfman is harder and meaner — I know he scares the bejesus out of me!
Who will win this epic fight?’ the commentator screams, whipping up the crowd into an even
bigger frenzy.

Mac comes lumbering towards him, arms outstretched. He' s a massive man, and Gibbs can
see why other opponents would be intimidated, but he isn’t. Gibbs easily side-steps him, and
manages to kick Mac on the ass on his way past.

Mac hollers and turns, an angry look in his eyes. “Fuck you, loser,” Mac growls as he starts
stalking back towards Gibbs. “1’m gonna beat you so bad that you won’t wake up again until
| stick my fat dick up your ass and screw you ‘til you scream like alittle girl.”

Gibbs does a sudden, unexpected jump, kicks Mac in the balls, and lands a punch on his jaw
at the same time. “Y ou talk too much.”

Mac screams in angry pain. He lumbers back towards Gibbs, lashing out wildly with his
meaty fists. Gibbs hops out of reach and goes back to jam his elbow into Mac’ s kidneys.
Then he manages to jump on his back, scratching at his eyes, and Mac scrabbles around
blindly, trying to dislodge him.



Gibbs jumps off and in the same quick move throws himself at Mac's ankles, bringing him
down. He has areal chance now. He has a split second to launch himself onto Mac and punch
him into submission...but it’s too soon. If he wins this early, Hurrell won't have enough time
to free the fighters.

If he winsthen it’s over, and within fifteen minutes the trucks will be driving home. If
McGee is on hisway, then he'll show up to find the place deserted.

Yet if he doesn't defeat Mac, then Scott will kill Tony. What is most important? The needs of
the one, or the needs of the many? The needs of justice, or the needs of hisown heart? In the
end, he hesitates for too long and the decision is taken out of his hands as Mac twists away
and gets to his feet with surprising agility for such a big man.

Hesitation is not part of Gibbs's fighting repertoire. He's always taken any opportunity that
presented itself before and gone in for the win. That has always been the killer instinct that
gave him his edge. Without it, he doesn't stand a chance.

Damn it. He' s fighting on two levels here. He' s fighting Mac in the pit, and he’s fighting
Walid outside it. It might not be possible for him to win both fights; he might have to make a
choice. But which one should he choose?

Mac charges at him, faster than Gibbs was expecting, and lands a cracking punch to his jaw
that sends him flying. He manages to get up before Mac can throw himself on top of him, but
it’sclose.

Gibbs dances out of reach, and somewhere in the distance he can hear the crowd chanting:
“Wolf-man, Wolf-man, Wolf-man...”

Gibbs makes his choice. He will keep this fight going as long as possible, to give Hurrell time
to storm the pit, and McGee time to show up, and if he loses then he loses. He remembers
that mental vow he made, never to be raped out here in the pit, and he tearsit up inside his
own mind.

Thisisn't about him or Tony anymore. It’s about freedom and justice for al the fighters. God
knows, nobody has been on their side throughout dl this, but they are his people, and he will
be their champion.

He will fight for them even if it costs him his life. He will die for them if need be. That isthe
man Tony fell in love with, and that is the man Tony came here to save.

I[t'swho heis.

Tony watches helplessly as Gibbs goes down — and then gets up again, just in time. He knows
what Gibbs is doing. He knows he'strying to draw this out for aslong as he can. He also
knows that Gibbs could win thisif he wasn't trying to save them all.

He's often wondered if Gibbs could defeat Mac in a straight fight, but watching them in the
pit the answer to that question is clear, beyond any shadow of a doubt. Gibbs looks like a



sleek, dangerous predator, whereas Mac looks like a lumbering rhino by comparison. He
bellows and roars as he storms around the pit, but he doesn’t have a good fighting brain. He's
all brute force and no finesse. Gibbs is a fighter down to his bones. He' s been fighting al his
life, and nobody has ever defeated him yet.

The crowd is on its feet, screaming and whistling as Mac takes Gibbs down again. Tony
stands up, his heart in his mouth, but Gibbs scrambles free, and the crowd goes wild. It'sthe
longest, most exciting fight they’ ve ever seen, with everything hanging on the victory, and
they’re loving it.

He'stired. He' s taken several punishing punches, and he’s been thrown a few times. Gibbs
shakes his head, trying to clear it, feeling the blood running down the side of his face.

It’sraining hard now, washing the oil from his body. If Mac catches hold of him, he might
not be oily enough to wriggle free another time.

Where is Hurrell? Maybe he failed. Maybe he couldn’t free the fighters. Maybe he's lying
dead out back by the trucks at this very moment.

Where is McGee? Maybe Tony’s call failed, and he's not even on hisway here.

Or maybe the failure is his own. Maybe Leroy Jethro Gibbs has failed, and Tony will pay the
ultimate price for that failure.

Lightning flashes across the sky, blinding him for a moment, and Mac makes another lunge.
Gibbs manages to twist away, but his feet are lowing down. Thisis the longest fight the pit
has seen, but even so, it might not be long enough to save them.

He turns...and Mac is upon him. Gibbs throws punch after punch but nothing seemsto dent
the man’'s huge bulk. Mac grins at him, and the rainwater mingles with the blood streaking
down his face and runs into his teeth, giving him a macabre look.

“Night, night, Wolfman. Time you went down and stayed down.” Mac swings a massive fist,
and Gibbs's feet are too heavy, and he can’t quite get out of the way in time. He hears a sharp
cracking sound, feels his head snap back as a blow connects with his jaw...and then he's
falling.

“Shit!” Tony jumpsto his feet as Gibbs lands on his back in the sawdust, and Mac throws
himself on top of him. “Get up...get up!” he urges, but Mac istoo big, and anyone can see
that’s not going to happen. Damn it, where' s Hurrell?

“He'sgoing to lose! The stupid bastard’s gonnalose!” Ellis screams.

Scott has gone pale, gripping the sides of his seat so hard that his knuckles are white. Frank is
nibbling ferociously on his nails, alook of anxiety on his wizened old face.



Tony looks away as Gibbs takes punch after punch. He' s lost now, for sure. Nobody can take
that kind of beating and get up again.

The referee runs up to Mac and drags him off, and the crowd erupts into raucous cheering.
The entire arena seems to explode as they are presented with their winner.

“I don’'t understand!” Frank is yelling. “He had him. He had him...right at the beginning.
Why didn’t he finish him off then?”’

Tony knows why, but he’ s not saying. Scott looks like a broken man sitting there, head down,
muttering to himself.

“Ladies and gentlemen, behold your winner! He' s big, he’s mean, he’s a fighting machine!
He's...the fireman!” the commentator yells.

Mac does his usual victory lap around the pit, screaming at the crowd, and they scream back
at him, loving it.

The commentator lets him have his moment, before hushing the crowd again. “Before the
fireman finishes the fight in his usual entertaining way, our generous host, Prince Walid,
would like to say a few wordsto you al,” he announces.

*

He can’'t see. One of his eyes is swollen shut, and there’s blood and rain in the other one,
blinding him. He's lying on his back, looking up, barely conscious. His ears are ringing, and
he feels like he's been hit by atruck.

He blinks his good eye and his vision clears. He sees Walid walking out into the pit, and in
his confused state he notices stupid things, like the way the sawdust clings to the hem of
Walid's expensive pants. One of Walid's lackeys is holding a black umbrella over his head,
and to Gibbs's barely conscious mind it gives Walid the look of a cobra poised to strike.

Walid takes the microphone from the commentator.

“Thank you, everyone, for making this season the most entertaining to date,” he says,
inclining his head at the crowd. “Now, | promised you blood, and | always deliver on my
promises.” Walid gives atight, deadly smile. “First, we will allow Mac the pleasure of his
victory; he’'searned it, as I’ m sure you will agree.” The crowd laughs, and Walid gives a
knowing little smirk. “Later, | will put this sorry specimen out of his misery in the way he
deserves.” He nudges Gibbs with histoe. “I’m sure you’'ll also agree that the loser deservesto
pay the ultimate price for hisloss.”

The crowd eruptsin afit of excited cheers, and Gibbs realizes that the same fate awaits him
as awaits Tony: rape, followed by a bullet to the brain.

They’ve lost.



Scott gets up and grabs hold of Tony’s shirt.

“He'll pay, and you' I pay — both of you will pay with your lives!” he screams. “I’m ruined
because of him...because of you both.”

Tony snorts. “If you're ruined, it’s because of your own damn greed.”

Scott slaps him hard across the face. “1’ m going to take you down there, so you can watch
Leroy being fucked and pissed on by Mac, and then I’ m going to take you out into the pit, so
Leroy can watch you being fucked by anyone who wants you. If you're still breathing after
the audience is done with you, I’ll take great pleasure in putting a bullet through your head
just before Prince Walid does the same to Leroy.”

“Isthat so?" Tony raises an eyebrow, grinning as he looks over Scott’s shoulder.
“Yes, itis. You're dead, DiNozzo.”

“Oh, | don't think so,” Tony says, and at that moment Sam Hurrell pokes the barrel of agun
into the back of Scott’s neck.

Gibbs looks up blearily as alarge, black umbrella blocks out the harsh glare of the
floodlights.

“Poor Jethro. He lost,” Walid says, removing his sunglasses and gazing down on Gibbs. “I
must say, you' ve been aworthy adversary, Wolfman. Y ou’ ve made this season the most
exciting one | can remember. | was becoming so bored with it all, but then you came along
and made it all so much more interesting.”

“Fuck you.”

“No, my dear Wolfman, you are going to be fucked by Mac here, and then I’ m going to take
great pleasure in shooting you.” Walid holds out agloved hand, and his henchman places a
sleek black gunin it.

“Really?’ Gibbs gazes up into the night sky.

“Oh yes. You see, the big bad wolf turned out not to be quite so big or so bad after all.”
Walid gives a slow, vicious smile.

“But he still managed to blow your house down, Walid,” Gibbs tells him, looking up at the
helicopters flying in towards them, with FBI emblazoned all over them in big, white lettering.

“What?" Walid whirls around as he hears the helicopters, and at that moment chaos breaks
out all around them.

Suddenly there are fighters swarming through the bleachers with guns, and overhead the
helicopters are flying in low, and on the ground Gibbs can see, through the bars of the pit-
side holding pens, that there are trucks pulling up with NCIS and FBI written all over the



side. He watches as agents scramble out of them by the dozen and run across the ground
towards the pit, and, in the middle of it all, Walid is just standing there, as the whole damn
freak show falls down around his ears.

Gibbs scrambles to his feet. He's naked, he's covered in blood mingled with oil and
rainwater, and he' s barely able to stand, but sill he manages to stagger over to where Walid
is standing and yank the gun out of his hand. Walid doesn’t even put up afight; he just stands
there, looking shocked.

Gibbs staggers away from him and then stops in the middle of the pit, unable to take another
step. The gun slips from his nerveless fingers, and he throws up his arms to the skies, to the
whirling helicopters swooping in like angry birds, and to the scurrying storm clouds above.
At that moment the clouds part, revealing the bright full moon hanging in the dark night sky.

Thisis his moment. He's beaten the most formidable opponent he's ever faced and been
triumphant here tonight. He's won.

Gibbs sinks to his knees, flings back his head, and howls out his victory to the moon.

*

Hurrell’ s freed fighters are ssorming through the pit, targeting all the stable owners, each
group making for the one who owned them.

The FBI helicopters are overhead, the noise of their whirring blades combining with the wind
and the rain to create a confusing chaos of sound.

And there are agents running into the bleachers in Kevlar jackets with NCIS and FBI
emblazoned on them.

Tony doesn't care about any of that. He only cares about Gibbs, alone down there in the pit
with Walid. He's taken too many blows to the head this evening; who knows if he's till
conscious, or even alive. It’simpossible to see what’s going on in all the confusion. He has to
go to him and make sure he' s okay.

“Get me out of these chains!” he yellsto Hurrell. He's freed quickly from his chains, and he
looks around, trying to figure out the best way down to the pit.

He sees Ellis trying to flee down the side stairs, and he runs after him. He jumps over seats
and down rows, clumsily pursuing Ellis as fast as he can. He manages to get to the bottom
first and crouches down behind arow of seats, waiting for him.

Ellis comes shoving his way through the crowd, and Tony leaps up and slams his fist slap
bang into the middle of Ellis s face. Ellis goes down with a thud, looking completely
surprised. Tony snatches the gun out of his hand and tucks it into the pocket of his jeans.
Then he grabs Ellis's shirt and pulls him up, so he can see who took him down.

“Going somewhere, Ellis?" he asks, a smug grin on his face.



“Fuck you!” Elliskicks him viciously, struggling to get free, but Tony punches him once,
twice, three times, taking great pleasure in the crunching sound he hears as his fist connects
with Ellis’s nose.

He stops when Ellis goes limp, blood spraying from his nose. Then he lets him fall to the
floor. He draws the gun and pointsit at Ellis's head, seeing the man’'s eyes widen in fear.

Tony leans in close, pressing the gun right into Ellis s forehead. He sees Ellis flinch,
expecting the final shot, but instead Tony just laughs and says: “Give me your clothes.”

“What?" Ellis's mouth opens and shuts like a fish.

“Now!” Tony orders, waving the gun around impatiently. “Or | shoot your head off and take
them from your corpse.”

Ellis strips fast, and Tony grabs the jeans and shirt from him. “Y ou can keep the underwear,”
he says, wrinkling up his nose in distaste. He turns away, and then, in one smooth move,
turns back and delivers a cracking punch to Ellis' s jaw, sending the man back down again.
Ellis groans, clutching his jaw, and Tony suspects he's broken that as well as his nose.

“Aw, did that hurt, pussy boy?’ he says mockingly, and then he runs down to the pit,
grinning from ear to ear.

Walid’ s entourage has fled, and Mac is nowhere to be seen, either. Thereis just the two of
them, alone out here in the pit, waiting for the final curtain. Walid is standing there, arms
folded over his chest, watching him musingly.

“It’s such a shame that it had to end thisway,” Walid says. “It was such good fun while it
lasted. Still...” he shrugs. “I was defeated by aworthy opponent; | give you that, Jethro.”

“It's Gibbsto you, Walid.”

“Y ou want usto be so formal after what we've been through together? That makes me sad.”
Walid sighs. "Did you not find me a fascinating adversary, Jethro? Did it not take all your
ingenuity to bring this to pass?' He waves at the helicopters above. "I must say, | am most
impressed. | knew you were good, but | had no idea you'd prove to be this good. | wonder
where | made a mistake," Walid says thoughtfully. "I thought | was playing such a good
game."

"Oh, | cantell you your mistake,” Gibbs growls. "And it's one that's brought down better men
than you, Walid. Y our mistake — your giant, mother-fucking mistake — was Tony."

"Tony?" Walid raises an intrigued eyebrow.
"Y eah, you mistook him for an idiot, the way everyone always does — and that's what he

wants, Walid. And then you gave him to me. Y ou gave him...to me." Gibbs pauses, his chest
heaving, histhroat hurting. "He's the joker, the wild card, the single most important card in



this whole fucked-up game, and you didn't realise it, SO you went and gave him to me." Gibbs
shakes his head incredulously.

"Tony," Walid repeats, looking dumbstruck. "Y ou're right, Jethro. | had no idea he was so
important.”

"Y ou thought you could use him to fuck with my head, but all that did was make me grow
stronger. Tony reminded me who | am, and once | remembered that, you didn't sand a
fucking chance,”" Gibbs says scornfully. "Y ou thought | was just a wolf to be brought down.
Y ou forgot awolf isat his most dangerous when he has a mate to protect.”

"Really? How very touching,” Walid sneers.

"Y ou wouldn't know because you've never cared — really cared — about anyone except
yourself in your entire life. Y ou don't know how it feelsto have a big, brave, loyal heart like
Tony. You can't even begin to understand just how powerful that makes him. That was your
mistake."

Walid shrugs. "All very interesting. Now, | expect your people will have some questions for
me, but after that | must get on aflight back home. Did I mention that | have diplomatic
immunity? They won'’t be detaining me for long.”

He inclines his head at Gibbs and starts to walk towards the edge of the pit. Gibbs feels a
surge of white hot fury and goes after him with aroar of rage. He throws himself on Walid,
brings him down, and straddles him. It’s like every other fight out here; this is how they
always end, with him banging his fist into someone’ s face over and over again.

First, he does what he's wanted to do for along time; he tears those sunglasses off Walid's
head, snaps them with his fingers, and tosses them away. Walid looks up at him and his dark
eyes are surprised, and, for the first time, filled with genuine fear.

Gibbs is pleased; he likes the way it feels to have this man in his power at last, after so many
months of dancing to his tune and playing the game by his rules. He raises his fist and
punches hard, connecting with Walid's jaw. Walid screams and triesto turn his head away.

“What's the matter, Walid? Not afighter?’ Gibbs grins down on him. “Y ou’re not though,
are you? Y ou prefer to make others do your fighting for you.”

Walid twists and struggles beneath him, but he’s no match for Gibbs who is battle-hardened
from fighting out here, week after week, for six long months. Gibbs shows no mercy. He
sinks his fist into Walid’s face over and over again, thinking of Steve, Rajul, Brian, Ben, and
all the people this man’s evil has destroyed.

He doesn’'t ever want to stop. He wantsto keep punching until Walid suffers the same fate
they all did. He wants him obliterated, smashed into the ground, and removed from the face
of the Earth. His anger rises up, and this time he can’t control it. I1t’stoo much and it
consumes him, overwhelming him completely.

“Jethro,” avoice says.



He almost doesn't hear it at first, and he keeps on punching.

“Jethro,” that voice says again, quietly insistent, demanding his attention.
He pauses, looking down on Walid' s bloody face.

“Jethro.”

He looks up and sees Tony walking towards him, the glare of the floodlights giving himin a
hazy halo.

Gibbs looks down on Walid again and raises his fist.

“Jethro.” Tony stops in front of him, making no movement. “Don’'t do it. It’s not who you
are.”

It is though. He looks up a Tony, remembering Hernandez. He put a bullet in that bastard’s
head and has never regretted it for amoment. He won't regret killing Walid, either.

He clenches his fist, wanting to strike.

“Every time they sent you out into the pit you didn’t have a choice; you had to fight. Now
you don't,” Tony says quietly. “Thistime it’s your choice.”

The anger rises up inside him again, making him shake. He wants this; he wants it so bad.

“ Control the anger or it will destroy you,” Tony says, quoting his own words back at him. “I
think it already has a bit, hasn’t it?’

He thinks of his mother, and the rage he felt at her death that has never gone away. That rage
ruined hisrelationship with his father for along time. Then there’s his family, and the rage
that he turned in on himself. He locked himself up in alife of loneliness for twenty years,
keeping everyone out. He even kept Tony out for ten of those years — ten years when they
could have been together. And now there isthis. He has so much anger; it feels like a
bottomless pit.

“Where does it end, Jethro?’ Tony asks, crouching down in front of him. “1’ve often
wondered. Do you go to jail? Do you end up with a bullet through your head from taking on
one fight too many? When will it ever be enough? Will you ever be able to get all the anger
out? And why keep doing it? Does it make you feel alive?’

Yes.

He has never felt more alive than when fighting in the pit, allowing the fury to course through
him.

He remembers walking home with his mom, and how she used to draw him out, encouraging
him to laugh and talk with her, despite his shyness. He felt alive then. He remembers making
love to Shannon, her white skin so soft against his; he felt alive then. And he remembers
swinging Kelly around and around, until she was giggling and giddy; he felt alive then too.



Then he remembers dancing with Tony, locked up in astall at night, taking comfort in each
other. He remembers kissing him and making love to him. He definitely felt alive then.

The rage seems to collapse in on itself and then it’s gone. He looks down on Walid and feels
nothing. He's completely numb. It’s over.

Tony holds out his hand, and slowly, aching all over, Gibbstakesit. Tony’s hand iswarm

and strong and it will never let him fall. Tony helps him up, pulls him away from Walid, and
takes him into a corner of the pit, away from harsh glare of the floodlights. All around them is
chaos, noise and confusion, but here, with Tony, it seems almost quiet.

“Here. Clothes.” Tony hands him a plain black shirt. Gibbs stares at it. It's been so long since
he wore clothes that he’ s almost forgotten how. “I think you should put it on.” Tony grins.
“Unless you want Fornell to see you naked. Hmm, actually, | think you should put it on
because | don't want Fornell seeing you naked. You're mine, and | don’t want him ogling
you.”

“Fornell...” Gibbs finds his voice at last.

“Ah...right...yes...| forgot to tell you about that. Um...with Vance being so unhelpful, |
wasn't sure we could rely on NCI S to provide much by way of backup. So | went to see
Fornell. Gave him a cell phone and told him to keep it on him night and day and be ready,
when he got the call from McGeg, to send in every single resource he could lay his hands on,
at amoment’s notice.”

Gibbs looks around them, at the FBI agents swarming all over the pit, and the FBI helicopters
overhead. “Looks like he delivered.”

“He said he would.” Tony shrugs. “I like him a bit more now. But not much. I’'m still kinda
jealous of him.” He makes a little face.

“NCISisheretoo. | saw the trucks.”

“I know. Looks like McGee worked a little miracle of hisown.” Tony gives a proud little
smile. “That’s my probie!”

McGee. NCIS. Fornell. Probie. They're like words from another lifetime. They should have
some meaning for him, but somehow they don’t. What the hell iswrong with him? He's free.
After six months of aliving hell, he's finally free.

So why can’t he feel anything right now?

Gibbs is badly beaten up. He's covered in blood and bruises, and Tony thinks it’s very likely
he has a concussion from the repeated blows he took from Mac.

“C’mon —we need to get you dressed,” Tony says firmly.



He holds out the pants, and Gibbs steps into them. Tony pulls them up around his waist and
fastens them for him. They’re too big on his flat, washboard ssomach, but they’ll do. Then
Tony shakes out the shirt and guides Gibbs's arms into the sleeves. He stands in front of him
and does up the shirt for him as if Gibbs is a child. Right now he seems as helpless as one.

He's just finished when something comes hurtling towards them, screaming loudly, a creature
seemingly constructed of whirling black pigtails and big, black leather boots.

Abby launches herself into hisarms. “TONY! | was so worried! Oh, Tony!” She hangs
around his neck, hugging him so tight he can hardly breathe.

He finally manages to disengage himself enough to look at her. “Hey, Abs! Good to see you.
And that is the understatement of the year, trust me.” He grins at her.

“Where's Gibbs? I's he okay? Please tell me he's okay! Where is he, Tony?’ she asks, looking
around, not even seeing the man standing right beside them. Tony doesn’t blame her; Gibbs
has a shaved head, a badly bruised and bloodied face, one of his eyesis closed, and he's
wearing clothes he wouldn’t be seen dead in at home. He's also got that same lost, confused
expression in his eyes that he's had ever since Tony pulled him off Walid.

“He'sright here, Abs,” Tony says, taking her hand and guiding it gently to rest on Gibbs's
chest.

He sees the look of shock in her eyes, closely followed by a sadness so profound it makes a
lump rise in the back of histhroat.

“Gibbs...oh Gibbs.” Abby doesn’t launch herself at Gibbs as she did with Tony. She simply
puts her arms gently around him, like he’s made of china, pulls him close, and holds him
there.

At that moment McGee comes hurrying over, accompanied by Fornell, and, much to Tony’s
surprise, Vance.

“Tony! Thank God you're okay! We' ve been looking all over for you. Is Gibbs here? s he
okay?’ McGee asks breathlessly.

Tony jerks athumb over his shoulder at where Abby is still gently holding Gibbs, rocking
him against her, talking softly into his ear. He sees the shock on all their faces at how Gibbs
looks, and while he doesn’t blame them, it makes him angry all the same. Gibbs has been
through hell and all they can do islook a him asif he’s a stranger. They have no idea what
he’s been through, but in the coming few days they’re going to find oui.

“He'sright here,” he replies, stepping in front of Gibbs and Abby to give them some privacy.
“I’m surprised you are though,” he saysto Vance.

Vance looks both angry and contrite at the same time — which Tony thinks is quite a feat to
pull off.

“Agent McGee presented me with compelling evidence to show that SecNav was dirty. |
called in Agent Fornell to conduct an investigation,” he says tightly.



“Way to go, McWhistleblower!” Tony says, with an admiring glance at McGee.

McGee flushes and rolls his eyes. “Y ou left me a good place to sart. | just did alot more
digging and found what we were looking for.”

“NCIS and the FBI joined forces to conduct atop level investigation into Walid' s little
setup,” Fornell buttsin. “We had a task force assembled to deploy immediately we got your
call. We were closing in on them in any case, but it looks like you’ ve delivered them all up to
uson aplate.”

Tony glances over his shoulder again to see that Abby has released Gibbs, and he's standing
there, swaying gently in the wind.

“I’ve got alot of questions for you,” Fornell says. “We're going to need your help
unravelling this mess, figuring out who the key players are, what the criminal charges are...”

Tony doesn't hear the rest of that. He runsto Gibbs just in time to catch him as he falls.

“Get me aparamedic! | need the damn paramedics over here now!” he screams, and McGee
goes running off to call an ambulance over.

Tony sweeps Gibbs up into his arms, ignoring the way his muscles protest at the weight.
Gibbs carried him when he was hurt, and he’ s damn well going to return the favour. Gibbsis
unconscious, and his face is aworrying grey colour.

A paramedic team comes rushing over with a gurney, and they try to take Gibbs from him.

“Careful!” Tony shoves them away so he can gently place Gibbs on the gurney himself. He

goes with the gurney back to the ambulance, holding Gibbs's hand. “Y ou give him the best

treatment in the whole damn world,” Tony tells the paramedics fiercely as they bustle around

Gibbs. “Because he's the bravest bastard in the whole damn world, and he just saved usall.”
Chapter End Notes:
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Chapter Six- The Strength of the Wolf... by Xanthe

He dreams he' s in a cage. Every so often, his captors push a stick through the bars to taunt
him, making him angry. He prowls around the tiny cage, becoming more and more frustrated
by his captivity. He snarls at his captors and bites on his own paws in distress, making them
bleed.

Sometimes they put a chain around his neck and drag him out. They wrap a muzzle around
his snout so he can't bite them, and they beat him until he’s good and angry. Then they
remove the muzzle, throw him into a pit, and make him fight.

When he’s done they hurl him back into the cage, and the whole cycle starts all over again.

He wakes up howling. Someone puts a hand on his head and strokes him gently, and he hears
afamiliar voice whispering something in his ear. He doesn't know what it’s saying but the
sound of the voice calms him, and he sleeps again.

Thistime Gibbs dreams that they beat him so hard with the stick that a piece of it breaks off
and gets lodged in his paw. Hetries to bite it out, but that just pushes it in deeper. When they
throw him out into the pit, he's sore and limping.

They send a man out into the pit to fight him, and Gibbs prowls towards him, snarling,
wanting to tear into his flesh with his teeth. He wants to hurt someone else as badly as he's
hurting, but when he gets close, the man rolls over and smiles at him.

“Hey, it sme,” hesays. “It's Tony.”

Gibbs doesn’'t know what to do next. Nobody has ever smiled at him in the pit before. Tony
sits up and holds out his hand. Gibbs limps closer, warily, and Tony reaches out and gently
touches his fur, stroking his head. It feels good. He wants to be angry, but instead he stretches
out and lets Tony pet him. Then Tony touches his injured paw with careful fingers.

“Thiswill hurt, but afterwards you’ll feel better,” he says softly.

Tony takes hold of the splintered stick and tugs it out of his paw. Gibbs howls, but the pain
only lasts afew seconds. Then it fades, and he does feel better. He licks Tony’s hand, and
Tony pulls him close and holds him, kissing his fur.

Gibbsrolls over and does something he’ s never done before; he allows Tony to touch his
belly. Tony strokes softly, cautiously, clearly aware of the great honour he's being offered. It
feels so good that eventually Gibbs falls into a deep, contented sleep.

When he wakes up, he’s not in the cage anymore. He' s lying on something soft, and it takes
him a few momentsto realize that was a dream; it felt so real. He lies there with his eyes
closed, trying to figure out where he is. His body aches, and his head hurts; it feels like
someone is drilling a hole through his skull from the inside oui.

Slowly, Gibbs opens his eyes and blinks a few times. He's in a hospital room. The drapes are
closed, but he can see daylight around the edges. Even that small degree of light hurts, and he
turns his head away with a grow! of pain.



“Hey...you're awake.” Tony’s face looms into view. “Want some water?’

He gives atiny nod, because anything more than that hurts even worse. Tony puts a glass of
water to hislips, and he takes a few sips and then turns his face away.

“Real glass,” he mutters.

Tony holds up the glass of water and nods. “Y eah. Not plastic. Couldn’t stand another plastic
cup. You'rein the hospital, Jethro.”

Gibbs sguints, wishing it didn’'t hurt to keep his eyes open. “How long?’

“A week. You were bleeding into your brain. They had to operate and keep you sedated urtil
the swelling went down, but you're going to be fine.”

A week? The events of that last Fight Night feel like they happened just a few hours ago.
Tony is sitting beside the bed. He lookstired and there are yellowing bruises on his jaw.

“Y ou okay?" Gibbs rasps.

“Me?Yeah. Just...things were hairy for awhile. Wasn't sure you were going to make it.”
“And am1?

“Y ou want the damage? Y ou were badly beat up, your left eye might never be the same
again, your ribs are cracked, you had a sub-dural hematoma, and you’ | get headaches for a
while.”

“There any good news?’ Gibbs squints at him.

“Y eah — they tested for STDs, and you're clear,” Tony says quietly.

In view of the amount of unprotected sex he’s had in the pit over the past few months, that’s a
miracle. Then he remembers that Tanner ran blood tests on every newcomer, so maybe
anyone with an STD was screened out before they were thrown into the pit.

“Metoo. Clear | mean. Although that’s not asurprise as | only slept with you,” Tony adds.
Gibbs looks at the crumpled blanket and pillow on the armchair in the corner of the room.

“Y ou been sleeping here?’

“Y eah. No worse than those thin mattresses in the stable.” Tony shrugs.

“Vance...”

“Heyelled at me abit. Said | was running out of leave time, and to get my ass back to NCIS.
But | told him | still had my leave because | was on an NCIS undercover op, even if he did

only sanction it after the event. So hah!” Tony grins. “After the few weeks I’ve had, he really
doesn't scare me anymore.”



“Anymore? He used to?" Gibbs raises an eyebrow and then wishes he hadn't.

Tony laughs out loud. “Well, | don’t like alpha dogs who try to tell me what to do. They
remind me of my dad. Except you, obviously.” He gently strokes Gibbs's hand with one of
his fingers, and Gibbs moves his hand out of the way. He' s not even sure why, just that he
doesn’'t want to be touched. Tony’s eyes flash with anxiety. “Talking of fathers, I’ ve spoken
to Jack afew times,” he says quickly, in aclear distraction from the awkward moment.

Gibbs grimaces. Much as he loves Jack, he can’t face him right now.

“He knew you were missing, but | might have implied you were working an undercover op.”
It's Tony’ sturnto grimace. “Sorry, Gibbs — but he’s an old man, and | had no leads on where
you were. | didn’t want him worrying himself to death.”

“That’s fine, Tony.” He thinks he’d have probably done the same himself, and he’srelieved
Tony spared Jack months of worry.

“He knows you're in the hospital, but | said you needed some time. Y ou’'ll haveto give him a
call when you're up to it — he wants to hear from you, and | can't brush him off forever. He's
already suspicious. But | didn’t know what you’ d want to tell him — or how much you’ d want
him to know.”

The last thing Gibbs wants is a hospital visit from Jack, so he's glad Tony headed that one off
at the pass. The last time his father visited him in the hospital was after he was injured in
Kuwait, and the time before that was after his mom died. Neither of those visits went well,
and he doesn’t want a repetition of either of them. His relationship with his father is much
improved these days, but all the same, he doesn’t want to handle the memories that Jack
sitting by his hospital bed will inevitably bring up.

Gibbs glances around the room and sees a laptop on a table with some messy piles of paper
beside it.

“You set up office in here?’
“Yup!” Tony grins. “Fornell needs my input, and McGee skypes me every few hours.”
“I have no ideawhat you just said.”

“Never mind. Vance said | have to have a psych eval before | can officially go back to work,
and that’s another reason not to hurry.” Tony pauses, biting on his lip.

“I’m not seeing a shrink,” Gibbs says immediately, guessing where this is going.

“Look, | hear you, I’'m not happy about it, either.” Tony leans forward. “But you’re gonna
have to suck it up if you want your job back, Gibbs. Y ou’ ve been gone six months.” He
pauses again and then sighs. “Look, they know what happened to us. They’ ve seen footage
from the cell phones they took from the people in the crowd, and you were on some of that
footage. They *know*, Gibbs.”



He doesn't want to think about that, either. For so long it’s been his own private hell. He
can’'t stand the thought of other people looking in on it and judging him for the choices he
made.

“How the hell can they *know*? They weren't there.”

Tony nods and leans back again. “They know enough. They’re listening to testimony from all
the fighters and spectators and putting together a case. Fornell will want to interview you —
he’s running lead on this.”

The idea of talking to hisold friend Fornell about any of this makes him feel nauseous. He
must have gone pale, because Tony gets up, grabs the waste basket, and shovesit in front of
his face just as he hurls. He' s got nothing to vomit up, but he spits out some yellow bile from
the pit of his stomach.

The act exhausts him, and he leans back on his pillows. Tony hands him the water again, and
he gulps down enough to take the foul taste away.

“Oh look! Fingers!” Tony says, in another clear attempt at distraction. He holds up the hand
with the broken fingers and wiggles them around and then winces. “Ouch. They’'re stiff and
still need some work. But they’re mended. Almost. Kind of. Getting there.”

“And your back?’

Tony shrugs. “It’s fine. The docs have taken alook at it, but there’ s not much they can do.
It's healing, but 1’1l have permanent scars like you said.”

Gibbs gazes at him, knowing it’s worse than Tony just said. How damaged are they,
physically, mentally, and emotionally? The scars go far deeper than their bodies. He feels
tired just thinking about that; it’s not a complication he can handle right now.

At that point the door opens, and a man in a hospital uniform enters. Gibbs feels a sense of
unease, thinking immediately of Tanner. He's not feeling kindly disposed to the medical
profession in general right now.

“You're awake, Agent Gibbs! That’s excellent! Agent DiNozzo will be relieved. He' s barely
left your bedside for the past week.”

“That so, DiNozzo?" Gibbs glances at Tony, who shrugs.

“Ducky brought me in some clothes and stuff. He' sthe only one | allowed to visit. Abby,
Ziva and McGee wanted to, but | knew you wouldn’t want them seeing you this way.”

Gibbs grunts. Tony, as always, knows him far too well.
The nurse gives a bright smile. “Well, you' re looking much better. I’ m just going to check...”

He leans acrossto the IV line, and Gibbs reaches out and grasps hiswrist firmly, squeezing
down hard.



Tony stands up. “1 told you before, no medical treatment that he hasn’t approved — or me if
he’ s unconscious. Understand? Y ou run every single thing past either him or me first.”

The nurse gasps out his agreement, and only then does Gibbs release his wrist. The nurse rubs
it, gazing at him anxiously. “Well, it’s clear you till have your motor skills. | expect you
have a bad headache; I’ [I go get you some ibuprofen.”

“Don’t. | don’t want any,” Gibbs growls.

“But you...”

“What did | just say?’ Tony says firmly. “He doesn’t want the drugs. He'll et you know if he
changes his mind.”

The nurse gives awide-eyed nod and scuttles from the room.

“Damn it. | think we freaked him out. None of thisis his fault; I’ll go charm him later, buy
him a coffee,” Tony sayswith asigh. “I made sure they told me every damn drug they were
pumping into you while you were out of it, and | checked each one with Abby first. It turns
out I'm listed as your next of kin.” He shrugs, gazing at Gibbs intently. “Who knew?’

Gibbs remembers putting Tony down as his next of kin years ago, and he also knows that
Tony lists him as his. Tony is the only one he trusts to make the right decisions if he’s unable
to make them himself.

“Y ou sure about the pain meds though?’ Tony asks.

Gibbs doesn't reply. He' stoo exhausted. He closes his eyes and falls asleep again.

When he wakes up it must be some time later because it’s dark outside, and Tony istalking
softly into a headset as he works at his laptop.

He finishes up and turns, then smiles as he sees that Gibbs is awake.

“I got you food. Looks like shit, but they say it’s all you can have right now.”

He helps Gibbs to sit up and then puts atray in front of him. It does look like shit, but Gibbs
eats it anyway. He feels much better afterwards. Tony takes the tray away and then drags the
armchair over to the bed and sits on it, putting his feet up on the side of the bed.

“What's happening?’ Gibbs asks quietly. “Did they catch everyone? Did Hurrell make it?1s
he okay?’

“Sam'’ s fine. He did a fantastic job, Boss! He got all the fighters free and neutralised the
stable owners and their armed guards, so there wasn’t any bloodshed when our guys showed
up. He'sbeen agreat help to McGee and Fornell, pointing out all the bad guys. That took a
long time. We arrested alot of people that night.”

“Walid?’ Gibbs asks. “The bastard told me he had diplomatic immunity.”



“Y eah, he bragged about that alot. But it seems that someone,” he stresses the word
thoughtfully, “sent some footage of the fights from Scott’ s phone to Walid’s eldest brother.”
Tony givesa little shrug. “Seems big bro wasn't impressed by Walid' s little freak-fest,
especially what happened after each fight.” Tony arches his back, wincing slightly, and Gibbs
can see he's finding it hard to get comfortable.

“His brother going to make life hard for him back home?’

“Oh, it’s better than that. Big bro said Walid had dishonoured the family, and he disowned
him. He also rescinded his diplomatic privileges just as Walid was getting on a plane to fly
home. Shame.” Tony breaks into a shit-eating grin. “Damn it, Jethro, did you really think I'd
let that bastard walk?’

Gibbs manages atight smile. “Taught you well.”
“Yup! You did! He' |l face justice, Jethro —they all will, thanks to you.”

Justice. It’sthat itch he always wants scratched. So why can’t he feel that usual sense of
satisfaction right now? In fact, he can’t feel anything at all, except a deep sense of emptiness.

“Oh, and here’ s something you might find interesting.” Tony takes his feet off the bed and
leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “It seemsthat our friend Mac wasn’t a
prisoner like we were. | thought it was weird he wasn't in chainswhen | first met him, but |
forgot about that with everything that happened after.”

Gibbs frowns. “1 don't get it. He was made to fight in the pits, just like us.”

“Nope. Hewasn’t.” Tony shakes his head. “It seems that Mac was a huge aficionado of the
fights. He watched them from the beginning and after a few years he decided that being a
spectator wasn't enough; he wanted to take part. So he approached Walid and offered to fight
for him.”

“What?" Gibbs gives Tony an incredulous look.

“Yup. Seems nuts to me too, but Mac loved the whole thing — the atmosphere, the crowd, the
fighting...and the fucking. | guessit’s no weirder than McGee and his online gaming thing.”
Tony rolls his eyes. “Only in this case there was nothing virtual about the fighting; he got to
experience the real deal. He also loved the fame — | know it’s insane, but having that
reputation out there, being loved by the crowd and all the chanting and adulation he got from
them — he just lapped that up. He craved it. Y ou saw how he milked it for al it was worth.”

“Yeah. | saw.” In astrange way, Gibbs can even understand it. He never gave a crap about
being popular, or the adoration of the crowd, but the adrenaline high of fighting in the pit
week after week was definitely addictive. Even though he hated it, he knows that some part
of him found it intensely satisfying. “Walid agreed to that?’

“Yup. You know Walid and his mind games — he turned it into a wager to amuse himself.
They had adeal; at the end of the season, if Mac won he got to stay on in Walid’s
organization as his chief trainer with the big pay check that goes with the job. If he lost, he
became the property of his new owner just like any other fighter. Mac had to live in Walid's



stable during fight season and do what Walid said, but he had a lot more freedom than most
of the fighters.”

“Figures.” There was always something off about the way Mac seemed to be enjoying it so
much; it seems obvious now.

“And, uh...l might have suggested to Fornell that Walid and Mac share acell.” Tony gives
another shit-eating grin. “1 thought Walid might like to know what it was like for his fighters
to be locked up in acell al night with the fireman. | doubt Walid has been getting much
sleep; Mac’s got an eye for the pretty boys, and Walid’ s a good-looking guy.”

“Maybe | taught you too well,” Gibbs says musingly.

Tony laughs out loud, and for amoment Gibbs feels that same sense of ease they had with
each other back in the stall. Tony is cut from the same cloth as himself. He has the same
sense of natural justice but without the anger and personal baggage. They think the same
way, and they share the same fundamental values and way of looking at the world. It’'s
always been a bond between them.

Then the moment passes and reality comes crushing back in. They aren’t in that stall in
Scott’s stable anymore. Everything is different now.

“What about Scott?’ Gibbs asks.

“Under arrest, along with Frank, Tanner, McGuire...even Pete. Ellisistoo athough he'sin
the prison hospital right now.”

Gibbs frowns. “Heresist arrest?”

“Uh...no. He kind of ran into someone’s fist and took a bit of a beating.” Tony givesallittle
grimace. “He' s got a broken nose and a broken jaw.”

Gibbs actually manages a grunt of laughter at that. “He shoulda been more careful who he
called a pussy boy, huh, Tony?’

Tony gives him a knowing grin, confirming Gibbs's suspicion about how Ellis got his
injuries. Not that he had any doubit.

"SecNav's been arrested too,” Tony continues. "The FBI is running an investigation into
corruption at the highest level. Not just SecNav, but all the people Walid was bribing and
blackmailing - federal agents, LEOs, judges...Walid's tentacles spread far and wide. The FBI
seized a huge amount of material from his office - turns out Walid was a meticulous record-
keeper, so there are files on everything and everyone. The FBI is going to have some fun
going through it all.”

"Fornell must have his hands full with all this."

Tony shakes his head. "Fornell is just running the investigation into the fights - there's
enough work there alone to keep him busy for a year or two. He had to hand over Walid's



files to another team. Hell, | think the FBI is going to need to take on afew new agentsto
handleit all. "

"So the FBI's gonna take all the credit for busting this?"

"Don't they always?' Tony rolls his eyes. “I’ ve written up and signed a deposition stating that
| saw Elliskill Rajul. I’'m guessing Fornell will want you to do the same about him killing
Ben and Brian,” Tony says quietly. “When you're ready to talk to him.”

“I killed Brian.” Gibbs closes his eyes, feeling that tiredness sweep through him again.
“But Ellis coerced you...”
“Shut up, Tony. | want to deep.”

Thistime, he dreams he’s being chased. Tony is beside him, running with him, but he's
slowing him down, putting them both in danger. Their pursuers are gaining on them, their
dogs barking excitedly asthey close in. Gibbs decides to turn away from Tony, so that their
pursuers will have to split up to pursue them.

“Stop! Wait!” Tony calls, scrambling after him, but they will be faster alone and stand more
chance of survival.

It buys them more time, but his breath is coming in heaving gasps, and he’s so tired. He can’t
keep running forever. When he realizes it’ s impossible to outrun his pursuers, he hides under
abush. If he’s very quiet, and very till, they won't find him here. He needs to be alone right
now, to lick hiswounds and heal.

He wakes up to find awoman in the room, talking quietly to Tony. She looks up and smiles
at him.

“Agent Gibbs, I’'m Doctor Sheldon. I’m glad you're awake. How are you feeling?’
“Fine. When can | go home?’

She smiles. “Soon. First, | want to talk to you about some of the symptoms you can expect.
Agent DiNozzo tells me you're a man who likes to hear it straight, so I’m going to do just
that.” She comes over to stand beside the bed. “We did a full blood work up on you when you
were first admitted, and you had a cocktail of different drugsin your system. I’ve got afull
list here — you can look into them in your own time and feel free to ask me questions if you
have any.”

She places a piece of paper on the nightstand.
“There were so many substances in your system that you' re going to feel a difference
initially, now that they're gone. Luckily, you were sedated through the worg of the

withdrawal, but you are going to notice a difference in your moods and energy levels.”

“Fine. When can | go home?’ he repeats.



She gives alittle laugh, combined with a shake of her head. “In addition, you did suffer a
severe head injury. As aresult of both that and the drug withdrawal, you might experience
headaches, sweating, shaking, irritability, mood swings and cravings. There might also be
hallucinations — or very vivid dreams — and erectile dysfunction.” She pats his hand
apologetically, and he moves it away. He wishes people would stop trying to touch him. He
doesn't like being in here with the bright lights and all the people coming and going.

“I'll be fine.”

“We can give you some medication to help alleviate some of the symptoms, but Agent
DiNozzo tells me you're unlikely to take it.”

“No.” He shakes his head. “Just tell me when | can get the hell out of here.”

“I’ll do some teststhis afternoon. If they're all okay, and as long as there’s someone at home
to check on you, then you should be well enough to go home in a couple of days.”

“I can do the checking,” Tony says.
“Fine,” Gibbs snaps. “Do whatever the hell tests you want so | can go home.”

She nods and walks over to the door. “I said irritability was one of the symptoms,” he hears
her murmur to Tony on her way oui.

“Oh no, he’'salways like this.” Tony grins, but he isn’t close enough to head-slap, and Gibbs
isn’t in the mood in any case.

He just has to get out of here. He needs to go home, back to his own house, shut the door
behind him, and be alone so that he can heal properly, by himself.

*

Ducky arrives a couple of days later, bearing the clothes Tony asked him to bring from
Gibbs' s house. Tony meets him out by the vending machine in the hallway.

“How is he?’ Ducky asks, gazing at Tony earnestly from behind his spectacles as he hands
him the bag with the clothes.

Tony shrugs. “He's, you know, Gibbs.”

“Being gruff with everyone, complaining about the food, and demanding to be released at the
earliest opportunity?’ Ducky smiles.

“Yup.” Tony grins, rubbing his healing fingers absently.

“A good deal happened while you were away, | think,” Ducky says, in his usual perceptive
way.



“You could say that.” Tony givesawry grunt. “It’s like it was its own little world, Ducky.
Like we were living in a bubble. Now we're back in the real world again, and...” He trails
off, shaking his head.

“And you are wondering whether any part of what existed in that bubble can also exist here,
in your normal lives?’ Ducky asks softly.

Tony looks up to find that Ducky’ s eyes are gentle and kind. “I have seen the way you’ ve
been with him since your return, Anthony,” he says, patting Tony’sarm. “| believe that while
you were being held captive, he gave you some indication that your feelings for him were
reciprocated. And yet now you are free, you wonder if...”

“If it was the drugs, the captivity, the confined space — being shoved together alone all those
nights. See, Ducky, for just awhile, | got aglimpse of the real Leroy Jethro Gibbs. The one
he doesn’t show to anyone — and | mean anyone. | bet Shannon was the last person who got
to see him. He talked — | mean, really talked. We both did. And | thought | knew where |
stood. But now it’s like someone pressed areset button, and he’ s old Gibbs again, and |
haven't a clue where we go from here.”

“Hang on in there, Anthony.” Ducky squeezes his arm gently. “Y ou’ ve both been through a
terrible ordeal. There will be a phase of adjustment.”

“Maybe. Just...I have this feeling he wants everything to go back to how it was before.”
“It’s hislife. He must have been dreaming of returning to it for avery long time.”

“Yeah, but | wasn't in it before — not the way | want to be anyway. So, wheredo | dot into it
now?’

Ducky smiles. “He is, as we both know, an infinitely stubborn man who often doesn’t know
what’s good for him. | think, Anthony, you will need to be as stubborn as he is and very
patient too. Give him time to figure it out. | think he will, eventually. | have known Jethro a
great many years, and one thing | have never known him to be isafool.”

Tony manages awry smile at that. “Okay, Ducky. I’ll wait the old wolf out.”
“Wolf?" Ducky raises an eyebrow.
“Just...kind of an in-joke.” Tony smiles.

He returns to Gibbs' s room to find Gibbs emerging from the bathroom, freshly shaved. He's
walking slowly, like every single part of his body aches, but he’ s looking much better now.

Hisface is still covered with bruises and his left eye is badly bloodshot. His knuckles are
grazed, and he has anew scar on his forehead. He looks like a battered old dog that’s been in
one too many fights but lived to tell the tale.

“Hair’s growing back!” Tony reaches out to touch the silver stubble on Gibbs's scalp, and
Gibbs jerks his head away impatiently. “Here.” Tony hands him the bag of clothes and then
goes over to pack up his laptop.



When he turns around again, Gibbs is dressed in a pair of jeans and a navy blue polo shirt —
and looking down at himself with a frown. “1 thought you said Ducky brought me stuff from
home?’ He glances up irritably. The jeans are too big around the waist and the polo shirt too
small across the chest.

Tony sighs. “Y ou changed shape, Gibbs. Six months on the James Scott diet and exercise
plan will do that to a person.”

Gibbs gives him a glare and fastens his belt tight around his waist with an annoyed yank of
his fingers, clearly pissed off by the all too visible signs of how much he's changed.

He refuses to be pushed to the entrance of the hospital in awheelchair, to nobody’ s surprise,
so Tony walks him down there slowly.

“Parking garage isthisway,” Tony says as they emerge into the late fall sunshine, and then
he’'s aware Gibbs isn’'t with him, and he turns and looks back.

Gibbs is standing just outside the entrance to the hospital looking up at the sky overhead, and
Tony can see him almost visibly drinking in the rays of the sun.

Tony goes back over to him. “Been six months, Tony,” Gibbs rasps, his voice barely audible,
“Six months since | last felt the sun on my skin.”

Tony stands there, watching, swallowing down the lump in his throat. Gibbs endured six
months of captivity; the only time he saw the outside world was when he was about to be
thrown into the pit to fight for his life. He only got to feel the wind in his hair and breathe
fresh air for one night a week, and then he was thrown back inside, shut away from daylight.
Tony has tasted a few weeks of what that was like, but to endure six months of it?

No wonder Gibbs is standing there like a new-born foal, soaking up the sun’s rays and
relishing the feel of it on his skin. Ducky’ s right; Gibbs needs a phase of adjustment, and
Tony intends to give him that, but he's also prepared to fight for what they had back in
Scott’s stable.

And Gibbs might find that he isn’t the only one who fights to win.

*

People, streets, houses...it all looks so strange after months of artificial lighting and the
interior of Scott’s stable. Gibbs gazes out of the car window, feeling tired after the walk down
from his hospital room.

His physical weakness irritates him, just as the change in his appearance irritates him. He
wants everything back to normal, so he can put this behind him and get on with his life again.

They drive down afamiliar street, past familiar houses, and pull up outside his house. It’s his
sanctuary, where he can hole up, hide out, and lick his wounds before facing the world again.

He walks slowly up to the door, Tony by his side, opensit, and then turns. Tony pauses on
the doorstep, asurprised look in his eyes.



“Problem, Boss?”’

“Yeah. | don't want you coming in.” He can see the hurt and concern in Tony’s eyes, but he
ignores it. “Y ou can go home now, Tony.”

“Doctor says you need someone checking on you,” Tony replies stubbornly.

“So check on me. Call, get Ducky to call, whatever. But | want to be alone.”

Tony isgazing at him thoughtfully, but he makes no move to go.

“Look, DiNozzo, I’ ve been locked up with a bunch of guys for six months. | had no say over
anything that happened to me, and no place that was mine. Now | do. And | want to be alone
init. Got that?’

Tony nods, and Gibbs nods back and shuts the door in his face...only to find it doesn’t close.
He looks down to see Tony’ s boot stuck in the way.

“I get it. Redlly, | do. And you can do the whole Garbo routine and have some time alone,
Jethro, but don’t think | don’t know what you're doing, and don’t think I'll let you do it
forever.”

“And what the hell isit I’'m doing?’ Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

“Going lone wolf. It’s all you know, | get that —it’s what you always do, and you're reverting
to type, asusual.”

“That so, DiNozzo?”

“Y eah, and that was fine back before | sucked your dick, and you sucked mine, and we both
found we liked it. Now things are different. So you can have your time, but don’t think |
won't come flush you out eventually if you take too damn long.”

Gibbs gazes at Tony stonily, and Tony gazes back at him just as stonily, and Gibbs has a
sudden realization that the cobraisn’'t the most dangerous opponent a wolf can face.

Tony removes his boot from the door. “Like you once said to me, Jethro: if anyone can ever
get in your face and make you do something you don’t want to do, it’s me. Remember that.”

Then he turns on his heel and walks back to the car. Gibbs watches him go. They’ ve spent so
much time together these past few weeks and experienced so much, condensed into that short
space of time, that it feels strange to suddenly be alone.

He closes the door and walks slowly, stiffly, into his house. It’s all exactly as he left it, except
cleaner. There’'s no dust, so he’' s guessing someone came here and cleaned it while he was
gone; probably Abby.

He opens the fridge and finds it stocked with fresh food and several cans of Caf-Pow.
Definitely Abby.



He walks from room to room, just rediscovering his home. He loves this place; he lived here
with Shannon and Kelly, and a part of his soul resides here with their memories. Occasionally
he’s heard Kelly laughing, or Shannon running up the stairs calling his name. Sometimes,
when he’'s sitting at the table, if he looks up quickly he can catch a glimpse of Kelly playing
hopscotch in the hallway.

He opens the door to the basement and walks slowly down the stairs, hanging on to the
handrail. This room has always been his refuge, where he can shut the door and lick his
wounds until he feels restored enough to face the world again.

There is no boat here. There hasn't been a boat here for along time. He' s been working on
other projects for the past couple of years;, mending chairs, making toys, carving a picture
frame, and a mirror, and decorations for Mike' s coffin. It was close, intricate work that made
him concentrate on something other than his job. It freed up his mind, blocked out his
problems, and gave him the kind of peace he never found anywhere else...at least, not until
he danced in a small, windowless room with Tony a few weeks ago.

He needs this sanctuary now. He reaches the bottom of the stairs and walks unsteadily over to
his workbench. He finds a bottle of Jack there, presumably also a gift from Abby. He opens
it, pours some into amason jar, and drinks it down in two fiery gulps.

Then he limps over to the big table in the centre of the room. It’s strange; he’ s been hiding his
limp all these months because it revealed a weakness he couldn’t afford to show, but now the
old injury from his childhood hurts so much that he can barely walk on it.

His knee gives way, and he stumbles and falls down onto the floor. The smell of sawdust is
suddenly in his nostrils, and he is immediately back in the pit again. The memory is so
sudden, so vivid, and so visceral that it takes him by surprise, and he leans over and heaves
up the contents of his stomach onto the floor. The bourbon comes up, scalding his throat as
he spits it out onto the sawdust on the floor, and then his last hospital meal, a dull brown
spew. He lies there on the floor, panting, and his stomach cramps again, forcing him to heave
some more.

When he’s done, he lies back in the sawdust, gazes up at the ceiling overhead, and laughs. Of
all the things they’ ve taken from him, the ability to enjoy the peace and sanctuary of his own
basement is the one thing he never expected.

His apartment is just as he left it. There's no sign of forced entry; Walid’s men must have
picked the lock on his door very carefully. They also took their camera and the remains of the
drug-laced pizza with them. They cleaned up after themselves meticulously, leaving no clues
behind, just like when they abducted Gibbs and Sam and all the others.

His colleagues have also tidied up; the place has been dusted for prints, and Abby has clearly
restored everything to alevel of neatness it never possessed before. The kitchen chairs are
arranged tidily around the table, and the washing up appears to have been done.



He calls Ducky and tells him to check on Gibbs at regular intervals. Maybe Gibbs is right;
they’ ve been together almost 24/7 for weeks. Maybe they need a break from each other. It’'s
definitely nice to be home, back in his own space again.

A glance into the fridge reveals some fresh food, even a bow! of salad with a little post-it note
on it with a skull and crossbones in the corner, bearing the message, in Abby’s scrawled
handwriting: “ Eat this, Tony. It’s good for you!”

“Yeah, like that’s ever gonna happen, Abs. I’ ve been eating healthily for weeks, and in that
time I’ ve broken all the fingers on one hand, been slapped across the face more times than |
can count, and whipped until | passed out. | now associate healthy food with pain and who

can blame me?’ He removes the salad from the fridge and throwsiit in the garbage.

He decides he’s too tired to eat, and he goes into the bedroom, toes off his sneakers, throws
himself face down on the bed, and falls asleep almost immediately.

He wakes up with a start when his alarm goes off thirteen hours later. He raises his head and
glaresat it. It’sweird to think of the stupid thing going off every day while he wasn't even
here to be woken by it.

Today isaworkday, and he might as well go in and face that particular hurdle. It hasto
happen at some point.

He walks into the bathroom and slowly removes the sweatpants and tee shirt he slept in last
night. His back aches, but it’s been aching almost constantly since the whipping. He' s been
putting this off, but he decides this is another hurdle he has to face at some point.

He thinks about it for amoment, psyching himself up into it, and then he turns and takes a
look at his back in the bathroom mirror.

The scars are similar to the ones Gibbs bears on his back, so he knew what to expect, but it’s
still a shock to see them on his own skin. He was whipped longer and harder than Gibbs, and
the scarring is more extensive as aresult. His scars are also fresher and therefore darker than
those Gibbs bears, standing out in livid contrast to his pale flesh, and the skin feels knotted
and tight; that’s what’ s causing all the aching.

He remembers his wrists being bound in rope and hauled over his head, so he was barely
standing on tiptoe. He remembers the agony of that first stroke and how holding onto Gibbs's
gaze was all that saw him through it. He remembers how it felt when the blood started
flowing down his back.

He turns on the shower and gets under the hot water, knowing that the memory of what
happened that day will be as impossible to forget as the scars on his back.

The warm water floods over him, soothing him, and he knows he’d do it all again. That
whipping was a turning point, and it was worth enduring it to save not only Gibbs but also
Sam, Greg, Matt, and all the other poor bastards trapped in that nightmare. If only he could
have saved Steve, Rajul, and the others who died too. He knows he did a good thing, but right
now that’s no help.



When Gibbs was whipped, there was nobody to hold his gaze, or touch his hand in the
darkness after. There was nobody to talk to him in the night and distract him from the pain.
When Gibbs was thrown into the pit there was nobody to make a deal for him, so he didn’t
have to fight. And when Gibbs tried to escape, there was nobody to tell him that he was right
to try, and that what happened after wasn't his fault.

Gibbs had five months alone in that nightmare before Tony arrived. He might be Gibbs, he
might be a lone wolf who prefersto slink off and lick his wounds alone, but he hasto be
hurting all the same. If he refuses to let anyone help him, if he shuts out the world and thinks
he can push it down and carry on like it never happened, then Tony fears for what that will do
to him.

After al he's been through, and all he’s suffered, Gibbs deserves to have someone put their
arms around him and hold him; someone who knows, and cares, and loves him. And Tony
wants to do that. He wantsto be there for Gibbs, the way Gibbs was there for him throughout
that whipping, keeping him strong through the pain and making it clear he's not going
through it alone.

Tony puts his head back and if there are hot tears running down his face he pretends not to
notice as they mingle with the hot water.

When he’s done, he gets out of the shower, dries himself, and then slowly returnsto his
bedroom. He opens up his closet and dresses in adark grey suit, white shirt, and plain black
tie. It’s hiswork uniform, his Armani armour, just another one of those masks he wears so
well, and nobody who sees him will guess what lies beneath, written on his skin and seared
into his soul.

Then he smiles at himself in the mirror, the big, bright, happy, Tony smile, and only when
he's satisfied that his disguise is in place, does he go to work.

*

The elevator pings, and Gibbs prowls out of the doors and into aroom with metal tables laid
out in rows. There’'sa man working at the end table, talking to himself as he looks down on
the dead body in front of him. He's young, with thick dark hair, wearing a pair of glasses that
he occasionally pushes up his nose in an earnest way.

Gibbs prowls close, walking silently on all four paws. The young man looks up and then
backs away, a scared expression in his eyes; Gibbs can smell his fear from several feet away.

“A...Agent Gibbs...isthat you?
“Who the hell do you think it is, Palmer?’ he barks.
“But...it can't be you,” Palmer whispers, still backing away from him.

“Why not?" He paces closer, tail swishing angrily.



“Uh...well...because | just weighed your heart,” Palmer says, pointing at the corpse. Gibbs
turns and finds himself looking down on his own dead body lying on the table, his chest cut
open and his heart missing.

He wakes up with a start, wondering where he is and why his head hurts so much.

He' s lying on abed. His bed. In his bedroom. In his house. There's an empty bottle of Jack
on the nightstand, which explains the headache. He's missing something though. He fumbles
around on the mattress, patting it, wondering what the hell it is he’s missing. He just knows
that something isn't there that should be.

Tony.
He' s looking for Tony. Where the hell is he?

“Tony!” he mumbles, patting more frantically. Then he remembers; he sent Tony away. He
stops patting the empty expanse of mattress beside him and falls back on his pillow. “Stupid
damn bed.” It feels too big and open. Too exposed.

He falls off the side of the bed, grabs the mattress, and tugs it onto the floor. Then he hauls it
out into the hallway and cramsiit into the bathroom. It’s atight fit in the small room, and one
side of it squashes up against the tub, but it’ [l have to do. He goes back to his bedroom for a
pillow and blanket and takes them back to the bathroom.

He's till wearing the clothes that don't fit. He doesn’t like how they feel against his skin, all
hot and scratchy, asif they don’t belong there. He strips them off and throws them into a heap
by the toilet. Then he lies down on the mattress on the floor, pulls the blanket over his head,
and falls asleep again.

“Hey — McCavalry, how’s it going?’ Tony asks cheerfully as he strides into the squad room.

“Tony! | wasn't expecting you back for afew days.” McGee comes over and pumps his hand
enthusiastically, grinning from ear to ear.

“Well, there’' swork to be done, and you know me and how much | love hard work.” Tony
winks.

“Uh, no...not really.”

“Sure you do. Here. Catch!” Tony throws a Nutter Butter at him, and McGee catches it deftly
in one hand. “Hmm...no fumbling? Who are you, and what have you done with my
McGeek?" Tony asks with a suspicious frown.

“Tony!” He' s taken by surprise as Zivawraps himin abrief hug. Then she draws back,
looking embarrassed.

“Y ou missed me!” he sayswith abig grin. “Go on! Admit it! Y ou missed having me around,
Zee-vah!”



She glares at him. “I am simply pleased that | will not have to get used to working with a new
field agent. Annoying as you are, | have become accustomed to your strange and often
disgusting habits.”

“Aw —and | missed you too, my favourite ex-Mossad liaison officer turned probationary
NCIS agent!”

“I am already regretting your return,” she says, rolling her eyes as she returns to her desk.
Tony grins and goes over to Gibbs's desk, where he was sitting before he got himself
abducted. He was reluctant to take Gibbs's place at first, but sitting here saved him from
having to look over at Gibbs s empty desk and feel that pang of missing the man several
times aday.

“Sit rep, McGee! Where are we at, what are we doing, and who are we doing it to?” Tony
asks, sitting at the desk and putting his feet up on it.

“Right now, what you’re doing is coming with me, DiNozzo,” a dark voice says behind him,
and he can feel his jaw hardening as he realises it’s Vance.

He follows Vance up to his office and takes the offered seat.
“Y our team has been giving assistance to Agent Fornell in wrapping up the recent
investigation you were involved with,” Vance tells him, taking his own seat behind his big

desk. “I’ve told them to hand over everything to the FBI; it’ stheir case now.”

Tony can feel his hacklesrising. Not that he wants to handle the aftermath of this particular
case, but he doesn't like not being consulted about it. “Why?

“Because you’ ve been working on it for long enough, and | want my Major Crimes Response
Team back out there working cases again.”

“Thiswasacase.”

“I know; a case that two members of my staff can’t work on because they became victims
rather than investigators, and therefore have had to be recused as aresult of their personal
involvement.”

“You say it like it was our fault,” Tony growls, leaning forward.

“In your case, DiNozzo0, it was.”

“If | hadn’t gone in there...”

Vance holds up ahand. “I’m not arguing about this, DiNozzo.” His expression softens. “Y ou
did agood job,” he adds in a more conciliatory tone.

“I wish | could say the same of you.”



Vance' s eyes flash, but then he nods. “I was taking my orders from SecNav. | had no reason
to distrust him, and | gave you long enough, DiNozzo. Y ou hadn’t made any progressin five
months.”

“Because we hit Walid-shaped brick walls whenever wetried to get anywhere!”

“I’'m running a federal agency here, DiNozzo. How much longer was | supposed to give
you?’

“Aslong asit took! Thiswas Gibbs we were trying to find. Gibbs!”

“I was running interference for you from SecNav for months! | bought you at least three more
than he wanted to give you!” Vance snaps, and for the first time Tony gets an inkling that
Vance might not totally be the bad guy here. He didn’t go the extramile, and he should have,
but he wasn't dirty himself.

There' s silence for amoment. Then Vance sighs. “Isthis going to be a problem for you,
DiNozzo? Becauseiif it is, I'm sure | can find an assignment for you as an agent afloat.”

Tony nods slowly, understanding. “A problem for me? No. But then I’ m not the one you left
out there. When Gibbs gets back...”

“If and when Agent Gibbs returns to work, I’ [l handle him,” Vance says firmly. “In the
meantime, your team will finish helping Fornell wrap up NCIS' sinvolvement in this case. |
expect you to spend the next few days at the Hoover building doing just that — after you've
been cleared to return to work by Psych Services.”

“Will I be seeing the pretty shrink with the man’'s hands? Because | find that disturbing; it’s
kind of a mixed message...”

“Y ou can see her this morning. I’ll make the appointment now.” Vance smiles at him
swestly.

“It’sreally not necessary,” Tony says, wondering if he can charm hisway out of this
particular ordeal.

Vance leans forward. “DiNozzo — Tony — I’ ve seen your medical report, and I’ ve seen some
video footage of what went on in Walid’ s sick little circus. | think it’s very necessary.”

Tony feels himself flushing. He wonders if Vance has seen footage of Gibbs fucking himin
the pit and goes cold. Vance has certainly seen some footage of what went on in the pit, and
he must know Gibbs participated too. Gibbs isthe most intensely private man Tony has ever
known. How can he return to work knowing that his team and his boss have seen him in that
way? How does anyone come back from that?

“One more thing.” Vance opens his desk drawer, removes an NCI S badge, and pushes it
across the desk towards Tony. “This belongs to you, | believe, Agent DiNo0zzo.” He stresses
the word ‘agent’. “I’ ve put a commendation on your file,” Vance adds quietly. “What you
did, going into that place without backup, weapons, or authorization, was stupid and



foolhardy in the extreme. It was also damn brave. Y ou're a good agent, DiNozzo. Used to
wonder what the hell Gibbs saw in you, but now | know.”

Tony reaches out and picks up his badge, feeling alittle surge of pride at having it restored to
him.

Vance gives him atight smile. “Welcome home, Agent DiNozzo.”

*

For the first time in months Gibbs isn’t woken up by a klaxon or bright lights. Instead, he's
woken by the smell of coffee.

“Hmm...it"’s an unorthodox place to sleep, but it doeslook comfy,” an unmistakably British
voice murmurs.

He sits up to find Ducky standing in the bathroom doorway with a cup of coffee from FHC in
his hands. The smell alone seemsto speak straight to some special coffee gland in Gibbs's
body that hasn't had its fix for six months, and he sits up and reaches out for it wordlessly.

“Of course, you could choose to remain in your current detoxified state,” Ducky says, giving
it to him. “1 wasn't at all convinced that it was a good ideato start clogging up your arteries
with caffeine again after all thistime, but Anthony insisted.”

“Tony sent you?’ Gibbs inhales the coffee deeply before taking a sip. It’s warm and strong,
and so alien and yet familiar at the same time that he has to pause to process the moment.

“Yes, hedid. In fact, he gave me some rather strict instructions about your health and
welfare.”

“No need. I'mfine.” Gibbs savours a second sip, revelling in the sensation of the coffee on
his tongue, overpowering his taste buds, which seem to have become enfeebled after months
of plain, healthy food.

“Yes, he said you'd say that, and that I’mto ignore it. Which | am.” Ducky comes into the
room and crouches down in front of Gibbs. He holds up three fingers. “How many fingers am
| holding up?’

Gibbsrolls his eyes and pushes his hand away. “President Obama,” he replies facetiougly.

“Ah good. You are your usual self. | waswondering.” Ducky gets up and glances around.
“And the reason you' re sleeping in the bathroom, Jethro?’

“The bedroom was too big.” Gibbs finishes drinking the coffee, enjoying the buzzing
sensation of caffeine circulating in his veins again after so long. He feels a pang as he realizes
just how much he’s missing those drugs Tanner used to pump into him. He might have hated
them, but they gave him akind of hyped up energy that kept him going. Without them, he
feelsdrained and tired all the time.

“Hmm...acryptic reply, but | sense the truth.”



Gibbs gets up. After so many months being naked in front of other people, he doesn’'t give
any thought to being naked in front of Ducky, so he’staken by surprise at Ducky’ s sharp
intake of breath. At the same time, he catches sight of himself in the bathroom mirror, and he
stops short, understanding the reason for Ducky’ s shock.

He doesn't look like himself. It’s not just the fact his hair is only just starting to grow back,
his left eye is bloodshot, and he has yellowing bruises on his face. It isn't even the fact that
his body is solidly muscled, his abdominal muscles forming a perfect six pack, and his
pectorals and biceps hard and bulging. Ducky isn't reacting to any of those things. Instead,
his gaze has gone to the network of marks and scars covering his body from head to toe from
his battles in the pit. He looks like a raggedy old wolf that has fought once too often to retain
his status as apha male in the pack.

“Oh, Jethro. What have they done to you?’ Ducky asks softly.
Gibbs stares at himself blankly in the mirror. He doesn’t want to think about what they did to
him. He can’t allow himself to think about that, because if he does, he isn’t sure where that

ends.

“It’s nothing, Ducky,” he says hoarsely, reaching for his bathrobe to cover up the all too
obvious evidence that it isn't.

“Ah, my dear Jethro.” Ducky shakes his head sadly. “Our generation of men —wereally are
not very good a admitting to our sorrows, are we? Y ou have always locked yours away,
nursing them close, unwilling to share your private sadness. We fell out over that once, if |
recall.”

Gibbs turns to him, remembering Ducky’ s anger that he’ d never told him about Shannon and
Kelly.

“Thisisdifferent,” he growls.

“Isit?" Ducky raises an eyebrow. “Why?’

“Ducky, I'm asoldier. I’ve had worse.” Gibbs shrugs.

“Hmm.” Ducky gives him a contemplative look. “1 very much doubt that, Jethro. Regardless,
| hopethat if you have learned anything over the years, it isthat it is easier to heal if you first
admit to feeling pain.”

Gibbs stares at him. Right now he doesn't feel anything, but he isn’t going to share that.

“And that you don’'t have to bear that pain alone. It isn’'t necessary, when you have good
friends to help carry alittle of the burden.”

“I’m not going to start bawling my head off like a little kid — what the hell use isthat? Gibbs
snaps.



“Some might find it helpful.” Ducky gives a shrug. “And even if that’s not exactly your style,
Jethro, there might be better ways of managing your distress than pushing away the people
who can help you most.”

“I’m not pushing you away!”

Ducky pats hisarm gently. “I wasn't talking about me, Jethro.”

*

“I’ve read Director Vance' s report on what happened to you, Agent DiNozzo.” Dr Bracco
leans forward and steeples her extraordinarily big hands on her desk.

Don't look at the hands, don’'t look at the hands... Tony tries to keep his eyes fixed on her
face instead.

“I’ve also read the medical report. You underwent some extreme physical trauma.”
“Extreme physical trauma?’
“Y ou were whipped.”

“Ah. That. Yeah.” Tony shrugs. “But that was weeks ago. I’m well enough to return to work
now.”

“Physically — maybe.” She gives atight little smile. She has pretty eyes. “But
psychologically?’

“I’'m fine. Look, | was only there for afew weeks. Gibbs was there for months. | didn’t even
have to fight in the pit —well, not properly. Not a life-threatening, knock-down fight. | only
fought against Gibbs, and | knew he wasn't going to hurt me. Not really.”

She glances down at her report, but he's damn sure she doesn’t know about Gibbs breaking
his fingers because he never told anyone that, and he’s sure Gibbs hasn’t, either. It could be
someone else has, but Fornell is up to his ears in testimony right now, so Tony doubts that
particular bit of information has filtered through. She probably knows about the sex-in-the-pit
thing though. He refuses to call it rape. It wasn't exactly the best sex of hislife, but he's not
going to saddle it with that name and all that comes with it.

“Gibbs fought dozens of times out there. In comparison to that, what | had to face was
nothing.” Tony shrugs.

“Let’stalk about Agent Gibbs then. Will you have a problem working with him after this?’
Tony almost laughs out loud. He has no intention of talking about his feelings for Gibbsto a

shrink of all people. Although, maybe he *does* need his head examined for falling for
someone as complicated to love as Gibbs. Then again, maybe that’s part of the attraction.



“I always wanted adog,” he tells her suddenly. “There was this stray, used to hang around
outside the house when | was a kid, after my mom died. He was a stubborn mutt. He limped
and got into fights, but he’d hang out with me.”

“You werelonely.” Dr Bracco smiles at him encouragingly. She *is* pretty...if it weren't for
the weirdly oversized hands.

“Yeah, | was. | wanted to adopt the dog, but my dad wouldn’t let me. He said the dog was
wild — not a house dog. And he was right. That was part of the attraction, | think,” Tony
muses. “ See, that dog didn’t really like anyone but me, and that made me feel special.”
“Are you saying that’s how you feel about Agent Gibbs?’

“I’'m saying | understand Gibbs. | get him. And he gets me. We won't have any trouble
working together.” He crosses his fingers behind his back. Not for that reason anyway.

“He' s been away for several months. Y ou wereteam leader during that time. How will you
feel relinquishing that role to him again?’

“I’ve been team leader for several months before. Wasn't a problem when he came back and
took over again.” He shrugs.

“So you harbour no feelings of ill will towards him?’

Tony laughs out loud. “He' sthe single bravest person I’ ve ever met. He kept us all alive back
there. He got us out of there in one piece at great personal cost.”

“You didn’t answer the question.”

“No,” Tony says firmly. “I don't have any feelings of ill will towards Agent Gibbs.” He
might want to slap some sense into that supid, stubborn head of his, but he’s never felt any ill
will towards Gibbs. “1’m worried about him. He's endured a hell of alot. I'm not sure | could
have gone through what he has these past few months without cracking.”

His shoulders are aching, and he grimaces and tries to roll them back. He hates the way the
scarring feels so heavy and knotted, like there's something physically weighing him down.

“I don’t envy you doing a psych eval on Gibbs,” he says with agrin. “He’'s atough bastard.”
She leans back, gazing at him curiously.

“They whipped him too, you know, and he didn’t have anyone there to take care of him
afterwards. At least | had him looking out for me, bartering for medical treatment.” Tony
shrugs.

“Do you feel then, that because Agent Gibbs's suffering was so extreme, that you are not
allowed to have suffered too, Agent DiNozzo?’ she asks quietly.

“What?'" He looks into those deceptively pretty eyes, winded by the question.



“All you've wanted to talk about since you got here is Agent Gibbs. | understand that you
admire his strength and fortitude, but it seems to me you have your own problems, Agent
DiNozzo, and focussing on his might be away for you to avoid facing yours.”

He stares at her. “I didn't...”

“You lost faith in Director Vance and took leave to pursue your own desperate plan to get
Gibbs back. Y ou alowed yourself to be drugged, abducted, and imprisoned. Y ou were
physically tortured, beaten and abused. And through it all you stayed strong in order to rescue
the people trapped in that horrific situation. Who stayed strong for you, Tony?’

He gazes at her blankly, swallowing hard. “Gibbs,” he says quietly. “We stayed strong for
each other. That’s how we got out. When he was down, | lifted him. When | was down, he
did the same for me. HE's my partner. We're ateam. That’s what we do.”

He realizes, with a pang, just how much he missesthat. As horrendous as it was back there, at
least they had each other, but now he feels more alone than ever. He remembers that night
before the final Fight Night, when he made Gibbs dance with him. He knows that, given the
choice, Gibbs wouldn’'t have done that. He only went along with it because he was locked in
asmall room with him and there was no escape. Gibbsis like that subborn mutt he
befriended as a child; he' s not house-trained, and he never will be.

“And who isthere for you now?’ Dr Bracco asks. “Y ou’ ve both been hurt, and you both need
support. Can you give him support, if you won't ask for any yourself? Does he even know
how much you’re hurting? Have you told him?’

No. Gibbs asked, back at the hospital — in fact it was the first thing he asked — but Tony
played it down, aware of how much greater Gibbs's injuries were.

“I’m not hurting,” he says mulishly.

“Y our back has been causing you discomfort since you came in, and you haven’t even tried
to process your feelings about what happened to you.”

“Pretty eyes and man’s hands; you lure people in and then go for the killer blow, huh?” Tony
says, without smiling.

She nods, slowly. *Y ou went through a considerable ordeal, Agent DiNozzo. It will have
changed you in some ways. Don't try and force yourself to be the same as you were before in
order to please others — or even to convince yourself that it didn’t affect you. It did.”

Tony looks down at his feet and then up again, into those pretty eyes. “Yeah, | know.”
She smiles. “I’m going to sign you as fit to return to work, Agent DiNozzo. Just bear in mind
that there will be struggles along the way and asking for — and accepting — help isn't asign of

weakness.”

“No, that would be saying you're sorry,” Tony mutters. She raises an eyebrow. “Never
apologise; Gibbs views that as a sign of weakness.”



“You're not Gibbs, and you are allowed to acknowledge your own ordeal without always
comparing it to his,” she says gently.

He gives abark of laughter at the irony of that, realizing that he's been doing the exact same
thing as Gibbs, in his own way.

How can he expect Gibbs to let him in, when he won't admit that he's hurting himself? Back
inthat stall they couldn’t hide anything, and they had no choice but to reveal their
weaknesses to each other. It would seem that now they are free, they are lapsing back into old
patterns of avoidance and denial.

Clearly, adjusting to life back in the real world is going to be even harder than he thought.

*

Ducky leaves, but not before giving him a stern admonishment to take frequent naps, rest up,
and eat at regular intervals. After he's gone, Gibbs glances around the place. Throughout his

captivity, all he wanted was to get back to his old life, but now he hasiit, he realizes he has no
idea what to do with it.

His life before was always the job, and when it wasn't the job it was whatever he was
building in his basement. Now he has neither of those outlets. He isn't medically fit to return
to work just yet, and he knows no doctor in their right mind would sign him as fit, no matter
how hard he glares at them. And as for the basement...he can’'t even bring himself to go back
down there. Just the thought of smelling the sawdust makes him feel like throwing up again.

He sits down on the couch and triesto read, but he can’t concentrate. The caffeine has helped,
but he rages against his lack of energy. He's tired and listless now that he is no longer
pumped full of drugs. It’s not just that though; he had become accustomed to being in
constant danger and needing to be constantly vigilant and the frequent adrenaline surges that
came with that situation. Now he's safe, he finds he has no idea how to relax.

He picks up his cell phone to find it’ s filled with text messages from Abby, ranging from
calm to panicking. He deletes them.

Then he calls his father, for something to do.

“Hello there, son!” Jack sounds so pleased to hear from him, and his warm, deep voice
washes over Gibbs. “How are you doing? Tony told me you’d been working deep
undercover, but would it have been against the rulesto let me know you'd be gone so long?’

“Didn’'t know myself, Dad,” he replies, gazing at the empty fire grate. He considers telling
his father the truth, but how can you tell an old man about the living hell his only child has
endured for so many months? He finds he can’t bring himself to do it. He wouldn’t even
know where to gart. “But I’'m back now.”

“Tony said you were injured. | wanted to come visit, but he said to wait until you're better.
Perhaps | can come up now. | can close up the store...”



“No.” He says it more harshly than he intended and can hear his father’s hurt in the wounded
silence that follows. “I can’t do that right now, Dad. I’ll come visit you soon though.”

“Leroy...”
The name reminds him of Scott, and he has to force himself not to end the call on the spot.
“I’m fine, Dad,” he interrupts abruptly.

“When you say you're fine iswhen | worry about you the most. Y ou were always the same. |
remember when you were in the hospital after the accident. You were just alittle kid, and you
were hurting so bad, and you wouldn’'t even talk to me for weeks. Then one morning | asked
you how you were, and for the first time since the accident you replied. You said, ‘I'm fine’,
and you clearly weren’t. You’ve been doing that ever since, Leroy.”

“I don’t know what you want from me, Dad. | am fine. It was a hard few months, but I'm still
here.”

“Have you got people there for you? | know young Tony cares, and Dr Mallard, and there's
that sweet girl, Abby.”

“Yes, I've got people here for me, Dad.”
“But will you let them help?

He doesn't want their help. He just wantsto get back to hislife, move on, and leave this
behind him. The last thing he wantsis to look into Abby’ s eyes and see her pity. He only has
avague recollection of her holding him on that last Fight Night, but he doesn’t want her
seeing him that way forever. He's aleader. He has to go back there and lead those people,
and he needs them to trust in him. He doesn’t want them looking at him and seeing that pale,
beat up man from that final fight in the pit. He has to erase that memory and make them see
him as strong again.

“Sure, Dad. Stop worrying. I'll be fine.,” He grimaces as he says that, knowing what his father
thinks of that particular phrase, but Jack lets it pass this time, and he ends the call a few
minutes later after some mindless small talk.

He needs adrink, but he's finished the bottle of bourbon, so he goes out for more. It feels
strange to be walking around in the open, among people again. He's skittish, jumping at the
slightest noise, the adrenaline surging through his body unnecessarily whenever he senses a
threat. He stops at Sears to buy new clothes in his current size, grabs a pile of jeans, tee shirts,
and polo shirts, and then, feeling ridiculously exhausted after only an hour out of the house,
he returns to the blessed peace of his own home.

He's so tired that he falls asleep instantly on the couch.
He dreams that he’s prowling through the house, silently, on all four paws. It’s his house, but

it seems quiet and lonely. He' s looking for something; he’' s not sure what, just that it’s hiding
somewhere in the house.



He noses through the bedrooms and pushes his head around the door to the bathroom, but
finds nothing. Then he slinks down the stairs. He pauses at the bottom, gazing at the door at
the end of the hallway, the one leading to the basement. He doesn’t want to go there. He
heads off towards the kitchen and the living room instead...but he can’'t find what he’s
looking for there.

In the end, he has no choice but to nudge open the door to the basement with his nose. He
pauses at the top of the stairs, looking down. There’'s a man down there. Gibbs goes down the
stairs, his muscles bunched up, his fur standing on end. He doesn't like it down here.
Something bad happens down here. He can feel the sawdust clinging to his paws, and the
scent of it sickens him.

The man in the basement turns, and he recognizes him.

“Hey, Gibbs! It’s me, Brian.” He' s just a skinny kid, about the same age as Jimmy Palmer
and just as much of an innocent.

The basement suddenly opens out and transforms into a big pit, sawdust thick underfoot, and
all around them people are yelling and screaming. His paws gather pace, and he finds himself
running across the pit, the sound of the crowd echoing around in his head.

“Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!”

He knows he has no choice. Brian gets down on his knees. He doesn't even try and fight. He
just bares his throat, and Gibbs leaps into the air, fangs bared, and sinks them into the soft
flesh of his neck. He bites down hard, savaging him, until there is no possibility that he's still
alive. He can feel Brian's blood dripping down his jaw, sinking into his fur, staining it red.

He draws back and looks down on the savaged corpse, throat dashed to ribbons, eyes wide
and staring...to find it isn’'t Brian.

It's Tony.

He wakes up with the scream dying in his throat and the sound of knocking on the door. It's
dark outside, so he must have slept for afew hours.

He gets up and opens the door to find Tony standing there, a boxed pizza in one hand, a
couple of beersin the other.

“Pepperoni, ham, beef, pork sausage, Italian sausage, and bacon?’ Tony holds up the box.

Gibbs can’t find a good reason to refuse — not one that Tony will accept anyway — so he
opens the door to let him in. The smell of baked cheese hits him the minute Tony isinside,
and suddenly he’s back in that room off the infirmary, with the pizza he bartered for,
watching Tony eat.

Gibbs leans against the wall, winded by the power of the memory, watching as Tony moves
slowly around the place. He' s lacking his usual bounce, his shoulders are hunched, and he
looks tired. Gibbs wantsto put his hands on Tony’ s shoulders and ease his sore muscles for
him, but he finds he can’t, so he simply stands there, his fingers aching.



“Did you go back to work today?’ he asks, judging that to be the most likely reason for how
exhausted Tony looks.

“Y eah. Saw that woman from Psych Services — Dr Bracco. Kind eyes— man’s hands,” Tony
says with aglimmer of agrin.

Gibbs sits down next to Tony on the couch and takes a slice of pizza. He hasn’t been hungry
since he got home, so he' s just going through the motions.

“You eat today?’ Tony asks, glancing at him, his green eyes casual, which Gibbs knows is
when he’'s at his most perceptive.

“You know | did. Ducky not only made breakfast, he sat and watched me eat it. Said he had
to report back to you, so you already know | ae. Stop fussing, Tony. I’'m fine.”

“Hmmm.” Those green eyes look even more lazy and casual now, which is a dead giveaway.
Gibbs glares at him. “Y ou spoke to Jack too? Christ, Tony!”

“I said I’d let you do the lone wolf thing for awhile. | didn’t say | wouldn’'t keep an eye on
you while you did it.” Tony shrugs. “And Jack phoned me, not the other way around — he was
worried about you and wanted to get my opinion.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That you're fine, which you aren’t.”

Gibbs grunts and finishes his slice of pizza. It feels greasy in his belly, and he wonders if
he'll be able to keep it down.

“Neither am1,” Tony adds, and Gibbs glances up immediately, a little knot of anxiety
forming in his belly. Tony’s face isalittle flushed, but he ploughs on determinedly. “How
can we be? 1t’ |l take some time. More for you than me — you were there longer. Y ou went
through more, and you went through it alone. | had you.”

“I'll be fine.” Gibbs saysit again, automatically, like a mantra.
“I know, but right now you aren’t, and it’s okay to admit that.”

“It might be okay, but what the hell use isit?’ Gibbs shrugs. “Did Bracco sign you as fit for
work? Looks like you' ve put in along day — is that why you're hurting?’

“I’'mnot...” It’'sas automatic for Tony to brush off the concern as it is for him. Gibbs
watches him visibly pull himself up short. “Yes, Bracco signed me as fit for work, and yes,
my back aches now. | asked Fornell if he'd give me afew moments alone with Ellisto return
the favour — | was only half joking.”

“Y ou saw Fornell?” Gibbs gazes at him blindly. He's known Fornell for years, and the man is
one of his closest friends. He' s also an extremely thorough investigator. He's probably



already seen the footage of him fighting and fucking in the pit, and that knowledge chills
Gibbs.

“Y eah. After the psych eval | went over to the FBI. He's doing a good job — there are several
stable owners under arrest, and he's slowly going through testimony from fighters, audience
members, guards — everyone who was there. Thiswill take along time to unravel, Gibbs, but
he' [l make sure it goes to court, and all those bastards are put away for along time.”

“Good.” He watches as Tony rolls his shoulders, trying to get comfortable.

“Skin feels too tight, muscles bunch up,” Tony mutters. “Y our eye is looking a bit better.” He
scrutinizes Gibbs thoughtfully. “ Apart from that, you still ook like shit.”

“How did it go with Fornell?”

“The first few minutes were the wordt, but he didn’t screw with me,” Tony says. “He knows
what happened, he knows it’s not our fault, and he tries not to let the pity show too much in
his eyes. He kept it business-like. Even called me * DiNotzo’ to keep things from getting
sappy; he knows how much that pisses me off.”

“What about the team?’ Gibbs asks quietly.

“They know too, but they’re kind enough not to mention it. | put on a good show, and they
were happy to let me. They want what you want.”

“What’sthat?’ Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

“For everything to go back to normal, like none of this ever happened. For me to be my usual
goofy but brilliant self.” He gives the bright, shiny Tony smile. “For you to walk in there and
say ‘Saddle up! Dead petty officer in Rock Creek Park!” And for everything to be the same
again. That iswhat you want too, isn't it, Jethro? To get on with your life, to shove this away,
and for everything to go back to the way it was before?’

Gibbs takes a sip of his beer, avoiding Tony’'s eyes. “Be simpler that way.”

“WEell, tough. Because | don't give a damn about rule twelve, or what the agency makes of us
being together. | sworeto myself a few weeks ago that | was done hiding, and | meant it. So,
if going back to the way it was before means you cut me out of your life, then forget it
because I’ m not going without afight, and | can fight just as dirty as you.”

Gibbs looks up, startled. It seems he's not the only one who makes unbreakable vows to
himself.

“I'll leave you to think about it.” Tony glances at his watch. “Because right now, there's
somewhere else | haveto be.”

He leans forward and kisses Gibbs gently on the lips, asif he has the right, which he does, but
it feels strange all the same. They’ ve never kissed here in thisroom, in their regular lives.
Their entire relationship was played out in atiny metal stall in Scott’s stable, forced into an



intimacy that they spent ten years avoiding. Gibbs has no idea how to be with Tony outside of
that environment.

Tony’'s lips are warm and gentle, and they somehow relieve an ache that he wasn't even
aware was there. He pushes Tony back on the couch and returns the kiss with interest, hard
and passionate...and then suddenly his mind fills with images of Tony from his dream, his
throat dashed and bloody. Then he’ s back in the gym watching Tony being whipped,
powerless to help him. And without pause he's back in the pit, thrusting his cock into Tony,
unable to ignore the pain in his eyes but having to keep going anyway because there’ s no
choice for either of them.

The images are all jumbled up in his head, dreams mixing with memories, overwhelming
him, and he draws back with a hiss and turns away.

“Get out,” he snaps.
“Jethro...what just happened?’

“Get the hell out, Tony. And don’t send Ducky over again. And tell Abby to stop texting me.
| don’'t want to see or hear from anyone right now — understand? Just leave me the hell
alone”

“Hey...” Hefeels Tony’'s hand on his shoulder and turns, knocking it away angrily.
“| said get out. Go!”

Tony' s eyes are dark. He gives a curt nod. “Okay. Y ou can have moretime, but if you need
me — you call.” Tony goes over to the door and then glances back. “And don't drink all that
Jack, Gibbs.” He jerks his head at the box of liquor Gibbs bought earlier, lying in the
hallway. “It won't help.”

Then he’ s gone. Gibbs sits down on the couch, shaking. He has no idea what he's feeling.
There was a simplicity to their relationship when they were captives, but now they're back in
the real world, he can’t get a handle on it. It doesn't help that he can’t feel anything properly.
His emotions come in surges. He gets waves of anxiety, of anger, of sadness...but then
they’re gone, fading out as quickly as they came, and it’s easier without them. That little
interlude with Tony proved that if nothing else.

He just needs some space and silence to get control of them, and then he'll be able to trust
himself again.

Tony drivesto afamiliar Starbucks acrosstown. He gets out of his car, takes a deep breath,
and walks inside.

She’ s there, as he knew she would be, sitting in their usual spot, in the corner, stirring a cup
of chai. There’'s a cup of coffee on thetable, in front of the empty chair, waiting for him.
Same time, same place, where she promised to be until he got back.



Jan Hurrell looks up, her dark hair bobbing, and she sees him. She doesn’t say aword. She
just gets up, walks over to him, takes his face between her hands, and looks into his eyes.

“Thank you, Tony DiNozzo,” she says quietly, her voice aching with sincerity. “Thank you
for keeping your promise and bringing my husband home again. Thank you for risking
yourself to find him. Thank you for every single thing you endured out there, with those
bastards. Thank you.”

She kisses his forehead and then releases him, and he finds his throat hurts too much to
speak. She takes hold of his hand and leads him back to their table.

“I bought your coffee. | bought one every time | came here, every week you were missing,”
shetells him.

He manages a smile at that. “Y ou knew I’d be here one day though.”

“Yes. | knew it wouldn’t be while Gibbs was in the hospital, but | heard via Agent Fornell
that he’s out now?’

“YeS.”

“So | thought it might be tonight, but | wasn't sure what kind of shape you'd bein, or if
you'd be up toit. | knew you wouldn’t forget though, and | intended to keep coming back
until 1 saw you.”

“How’s Sam?’ Tony asks.

She nods, a bit too enthusiastically. “He' shome. He's safe. He's....if not quite well, he will
be again, one day. I’ll make sure of that.” There's a determined tone to her voice, and he
believes her. She will make sure of it. Her determination lends him strength too. If she can do
that for Sam, then he can do it for Gibbs. “ Sam wanted to come with me tonight, but | said
thiswas just for me and you, this time. He can come next time. | think he’ s a little bit
jealous.” Shegrins.

“Yeah, | got that impression too, back...” He pauses. “Back there,” he finishes with a shrug.
“And how are you?’ she asks, gazing at him searchingly.

“It’stough,” he admits, honestly.

“Tell me about it!” She shakes her head. “Much as | wanted Sam back, | can’t pretend it’s
easy having him home again and finding out what happened to him. Not that I’ d shirk hearing
about it; he actually had to endure it, so the least | can do islisten. You did a great job from
al I’ve heard, Tony.”

He shrugs. “I just made a phone call. Sam was the real hero. So was Gibbs. We worked as a
team.”



“But you were the catalyst. They were ground down by that place, and | can understand why.
Y ou walked in there and reminded them that they’ re Marines and inspired them to fight
back.”

“I don’'t know how they survived it all those long months, Jan — honestly,” Tony tells her
bluntly.

“Because they’re strong, brave men —that’s partly why we love them, isn’t it?” She puts her
hand over Tony’s. “On that subject...Sam told me about you and Gibbs. How isthat going?’

“Not great. He's so fucked up, Jan. But | figure, I’ve waited ten years, I’m good at waiting.”
Tony shrugs, and Jan squeezes his hand.

“I’ve been married to Sam for all that time, as you know, but it’s hard even for us. Even
harder for you, with what you have being birthed in that place.” She gives alittle shiver. “The
drugs screwed with Sam, Tony, and what they made him do...he feels so guilty, like he
betrayed me, which isnot theway | seeiit at al,” she says firmly.

“I told him you’d feel that way. | said you'd just be glad he found away to get through it and
come home alive.”

“And you're right. Sam'’ s told me everything, and | don’t judge him for any of it. It wasn't his
choice, and, as you said, he got by any way he could. But he's having a hard time forgiving
himself. It’s probably the same for Gibbs.” She hesitates. “Probably TMI, but don’t expect
anything in the bedroom for awhile, Tony.”

He laughs out loud. “Hell, I’'m nowhere near expecting anything to happen there right now!”
“Good.” She squeezes his hand again.

“But he's hard work. He doesn't talk, and he keeps pushing me away. | don’t think he wants
me around. He just wants his old life back, without the hassle of a boyfriend.”

“Don’'t give up on him, Tony. It’s hard for them.”

“Give up on that stubborn old bastard?’ Tony snorts. “Never gonna happen. I've hung in this
long — he’s never gonna get rid of me now.”

Shegrinsat him. “I always knew you and | were on the same wavelength — and not just
because of our taste in macho Marines with bad haircuts and terrible clothes.” She leans
forward and kisses his cheek. “I need to get back to Sam. Hang on in there — and trust your
instincts. It might get worse before it gets better, Tony, but I’'m here if you need me.”

*

Gibbs dreams that they tie him up on atable, and Dr Tanner leans over him.

“We' |l make the incision here,” he says, pointing at his chest.



They don’t give him any anaesthetic, and it hurts as the scalpel slices through his skin, cutting
in deep, leaving atrail of blood in its wake. He watches as Tanner opens up his chest and cuts
out his heart. He holds it aloft triumphantly and then places it on a spare gurney beside the
operating table, still beating.

It doesn’'t hurt when Tanner sews up his chest; when he’s done there isn’t even a scar.
Tanner leans over him. “Wait here while we bring in the others,” he says, untying him.

Gibbs watches from the operating table as they wheel in three gurneys, each with a body bag
on it, and place them beside the one with his heart on it.

“Time to leave now,” Tanner says, and Gibbs gets off the operating table and goes over to the
gurneys. “Hurry! We don’t have much time!” Tanner calls.

He points, and Gibbs can see that awall is being built around the gurneys. He watches as
brick after brick is put in place, and Tanner isright; he doesn’'t have long before the gurneys
are completely walled in.

He has to see who is in the body bags before he leaves. He unzips the first one to reveal his
mother’ s face, cold and white in death. He moves on to the next one, opening it to see
Shannon’s long red hair, falling lifelessly over her white shoulder. Kelly’s corpseislying in
the third body bag, her dark hair in pigtails, and her body asicy and pale as the others. He
thinks that maybe he should feel something, but then he remembers that Tanner cut out his
heart, so he can’t feel anything now.

“Y ou need to come with me,” Tanner instructs, leaving the room. Gibbs follows him and then
turnsto look back. The room is now completely walled up, all the bricks in place except one.
He looks through the gap where the last brick will go, and sees the four gurneys inside, lined
up next to each other: His mother; Shannon; Kelly; and his own still beating heart, just sitting
onits gurney, pulsing eerily in this room of death.

“Here—thisisfor you.” Tanner putsthe last brick into his hands. All he hasto do isslot it in
place, and they’ll be safe in there, walled up together, where nobody can touch them.

He looks into the room again, and instead of the beating heart he sees a wolf.
A white wolf.

The wolf looks thin and starved. It falls off the gurney and comes stumbling towards him,
howling at himin aforlorn, reedy tone, begging to be let out.

Gibbsraises the brick, places it against the waiting gap in the wall, and then pushes it slowly
into place.

As he turns away, he finds he’'s not in human form anymore. He's awolf again. He looks
down on his four black paws as he prowls silently away.

Gibbs wakes up, feeling calm and serene. He's lying on the mattress in the bathroom, a half
empty bottle of Jack beside him.



It’s been several days since Tony advised him against drinking it, but that was advice he
didn’t take. Tony has at least left him alone since then, as has everyone else. Tony till calls
every evening, but apart from those brief, terse conversations, they' ve all done as he asked,
and given him some time and space to recover.

And he isrecovering. He' s kept his hospital appointments, rested, and physically he feelsa
hell of alot better, even if he does go through half a bottle of bourbon a day.

Gibbs gets up and looks at himself in the mirror. His mind feels clearer now that he’ s got his
emotions under control. He can’t keep living like this. He needs to get back to the coping
mechanisms that always worked so well in the past, and those are his job and his carpentry.
It’stimeto reclaim at least one of those, before he goes insane. Question is: which one?

In the end, he opts for the easiest one.

On his last day at the Hoover building, Fornell takes Tony into a conference room and shuts
the door behind them. He' s got a briefcase in his hand, which he places on the table.

“Y our colleagues at NCI'S have been very helpful,” he says, waving at Tony to take a sedt.
“Agent McGee, in particular, was a great help to me in figuring out how the fights were
publicized and how the location details of the venue were disseminated each week — because,
as you know, those often changed. It was nearly all done viatext messages, and a private,
members’ only website. All audience members were personally checked by Walid's
organization before they were allowed into the venue.”

Tony grins. “Good old McGeek. He loves that kind of stuff.”

“And Agent David was helpful in interviewing some of the audience members, fighters, and
stable owners,” Fornell continues. “We had a lot of people to interview, so it was useful to
have someone experienced to share some of the load.”

“Okay,” Tony says slowly, wondering why Fornell brought him in here for this private chat.
“As you know, we recovered video footage of the fights from cell phones in the audience.”
Tony glances up sharply. “1 did not allow your team to see any of that footage,” Fornell says
firmly.

Tony feels awave of relief at that, but he knows the message wasn't intended for him.

“I'll make sure he knows,” he says quietly. Ziva and McGee know what the fights entailed,
but knowing and seeing video of Gibbs actually fighting out there are two different things,
and he's glad Fornell has spared Gibbs that.

“The footage on the cell phones wasn't all there was,” Fornell continues, and Tony feels his
heart skip a beat. “ At Scott’s house, we found video footage of all Gibbs's fights.”

“Okay. Figures. Scott and Frank would have analysed Gibbs's form in detail after each fight,
s0 Frank could work on his weaknesses.” Tony tries to keep his tone neutral.



“They were all on these disks. One disk for each fight.” Fornell unlocks the briefcase and
opens it to reveal dozens of disks in neatly ordered slots inside. Fornell removes the top disk
and placesit in the DVD player attached to the plasma at the end of the room.

Tony’ s stomach flips as he sees clear, al-too-vivid footage of himself, standing with that
stupid red hood over his head. This clearly wasn’t taken on a cell phone; one of Scott’s
entourage had to have been filming it on avideo camera. The hood is removed, and Gibbsis
released into the pit. He prowls around the edge, looking every inch as deadly as Tony
remembers.

Tony grows cold; it’s one thing to have it as a memory but another to see it played out all
over again in front of him.

Gibbs strides towards him, and at that moment Fornell presses the pause button. “1 have been
through every second of the footage we' ve taken off the cell phones and all the private
footage from the stable owners. Thisisthe only video of this particular fight still in
existence,” he says. “And I'm the only person who has seen it.”

He presses the gject button and retrieves the disk, holding it between his thumb and
forefinger. “We have more than enough evidence to bust these guys. We don’t need this one,”
he says, and then he snaps his fingers, causing the disk to crack in two. He snaps it again and
then hands the shattered remains to Tony.

“Thank you for your help this week, Agent DiN0zzo.” He pronounces Tony’ s name correctly,
for the first time.

“Thank you, Agent Fornell,” Tony replies softly.

“Tell Gibbsthat | need to speak to him when he'sready. He's a material witness, and he'll
very likely be called upon to testify.”

“Hewon't like that.”

“No. Hewon't.” Fornell shakes his head. “But he’ll do it because he wants to see justice
done. | know the man, DiNozzo.”

“Metoo. He Il do it because he’s Gibbs, and it’s his duty, and he’ s never yet shirked his duty.
But you might have to give him some time, Fornell. | don’t think he’s ready to face you just
yet.”

“Understood. | know it won't be painless, considering our history,” Fornell says quietly. “But
this could have happened to any of us. It could have happened to me. Make sure he knows |
understand that. The fact he’'s my friend might make this hard for him; but the fact | am his
friend means | will not let him down. Thisisabig case, and it might take awhile, but | will
make those bastards pay for what they did. He has my word on that.”

*



Everything is exactly as it was when he left all those months ago. The same orange walls, the
same familiar smell, the same faces walking through the hallways. Those faces turn to look at
him as he passes, and he can hear the whispers echoing in his wake.

He ignores them and strides confidently into the squad room. Thisis his domain. He' sruled
this place for years, and nobody is going to steal that from him. He's Leroy Jethro Gibbs, and
this is where he belongs.

He walks over to his desk and sees McGee glance up, look down, and then glance up again
immediately. Ziva's head swivels at the same time, and the two of them share a look of
surprise.

“Uh...um...good to see you, Boss. Are you...here to see Director Vance?' McGee stutters.

“Nope. I'm here to work.” Gibbs sits down at his desk and frowns when he sees it cluttered
with all kinds of things that don't belong on it. He grabs his wastebasket and sweeps Tony’s
Mighty Mouse stapler, a pair of socks, an old photograph of a very ugly dog, and various
other sundry items into it. Then he gets up and deposits the wastebasket on Tony’ s desk.

He can feel the gaze of the entire office on him. Ziva's jaw is hanging open, McGee’s eyes
are popping out like they’re on stalks, and the surrounding personnel are all pretending to do
their filing while sneaking surreptitious peeks at him out of the corners of their eyes. The
entire office is deathly silent.

Gibbs stops, very slowly and deliberately, in the centre of the squad room, knowing that
everyone is looking at him. Good —that’s what he wants.

“Sit rep, McGee! What are you working on?’” he demands.

“Uh, we just wrapped up with Agent Fornell a few days ago. Tony is sill there, but | think he
finishes today.”

“You *think*, McGee?’ Gibbs rounds on him.
McGee flushes. “Uh...um...no, | know...he said he'd be back later.”

“What else? David?’ Gibbsturnsto glare at her, and she sits up straight and beats out a
verbal report in response to histone.

“Director Vance was waiting for Tony to return before sending us out to work cases. Until
then we're writing up our reports. We got alittle behind because there was so much going on,
and we were working such long hours at the FBI,” she admits.

“Then if you're behind, get back to work,” he commands. “I want those reports on my desk
by the end of the day.”

He has no idea if that’s fair or reasonable; he just needs to exert some authority. Thisis him,
back to normal, just the way they want him to be. He' s not the beat-up man from the pit who
took one punch too many, but Leroy Jethro Gibbs, back at work, same as ever, business as
usual.



He sweeps from the room, suppressing his limp the way he did in the pit. He can’t show
weakness here anymore than he did back there. They are both his arenas, and he will
dominate them both by the sheer force of hiswill; he’s good at that.

He buys a Caf-Pow and takes it down to Abby’s lab. She’'s standing at her workstation,
hopping from one foot to the other in time to the blaring beat of her music, and it’ssuch a
familiar sight that it stops him in his tracks.

“What am | looking for? What am | looking for?” Abby mutters, saring intently at her screen
as she moves her mouse around at lightning fast speed.

“Maybe this?’ Gibbs enters the room silently and holds up the Caf-Pow in front of her face. It
nearly goes flying as she shoves it to one side and throws her arms around him.

“Gibbs! Nobody told me you were coming back today! How are you? How have you been?

Y ou’ ve been so naughty! I’m really cross with you for not letting me come visit! Tony said to
leave you be, said you were like some old wolf, holed up until you got better. But | was not
happy about that, Mister, let me tell you, and...”

“Abby...I"'mfine.” He disengages himself from her bone-crunching hug and allows her to
stand back and scrutinize him.

“Well, you don’'t look too bad. But you're kind of all...muscly.” She prods afinger into his
bicep. “And | don’t like your hair,” she adds.

“It’s growing back.” He runs a hand over his short hair.

“It"d better! | liked my silver fox the way he was, with the softer belly and the longer hair!”
She pouits.

“Giveit time.”
She throws her arms around him again, squeezing tight. “I’ ve missed you so much,” shetells
him fiercely. “I mean, Tony isgood, but he's not you, and | like my team all together. | was

so worried all thetime and...”

“Abby.” He grabs her firmly and pushes her back. “1’m back now and everything is going to
be just the way it was.”

“Promise?’ Her green eyes are anxious.
He smiles and kisses her cheek. “Promise,” he says softly.

The ice firmly broken, he can feel the normality settle around him like a cloak as he leaves
Abby’ s lab, making him feel euphoric. Thisis proving easier than he'd expected.

Ducky is a more daunting prospect. He looks up as Gibbs enters Autopsy and gives him a
stern glare over the top of his glasses.



“I wondered when you were going to make your way down here, Jethro. Word of your return
has spread already, you see. The prodigal son indeed.” He makes a clicking sound with his
teeth.

“Y ou disapprove?’ Gibbs raises an eyebrow.

“If your doctor deems you well enough to work then | suppose you are.” He pauses and looks
at Gibbs searchingly. “Are you, Jethro? Are you really?’

“Yes, Ducky. | am,” Gibbs says firmly.
“Well then, | look forward to seeing you convince a certain someone of that.”
Gibbs gives a curt little laugh. “Vance doesn’'t scare me.”

Ducky shoots him awithering look. “Oh, | wasn't talking about our esteemed director, Jethro.
| was talking about Anthony.”

“I can handle Tony.”
“Isthat so0?7’ Ducky’s eyes are as perceptive as usual behind his glasses. “Because |’ ve seen a

new side to Anthony these past few weeks, Jethro, and if you’'re not careful, then he might
very well be the one handling you.”

Tony finishes at the Hoover building just before lunch. On hisway out, he passes a tall,
handsome man in navy-blue chinos and a pink striped shirt. Tony is halfway along the
hallway before he realizeswho it is. He turns to find the man turning too, an expression of
shocked delight on his face.

“Tony...isthat you?’

“Greg?’ Tony strides back up the hallway towards him, and Greg meets him halfway.
“Greg!”

Tony grabs him and pulls him into a hug, which Greg returns, patting his back, both of them
genuinely pleased to see each other.

Tony pulls back to look at him. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Greg, but | amost didn’t
recognize you with your clothes on.”

Greg laughs. “1 was about to say the same thing! Y ou’re looking good, Tony.”
“You too. | had no idea you're such a snappy dresser! Love the Ermenegildo Zegna shirt.”

“Love the Berluti shoes.” Greg glances down at Tony’s feet. “Man, isn’t it great to be
wearing clothes again?’

“Tell me about it! Uh, so...” Tony gestures awkwardly. “You're...?’



“Oh, yeah — I’ ve just been going through my testimony with Agent Fornell’ steam. I’ ve been
here a few times now, so they trust me to find my own way to the cafeteria for lunch. Want to
join me?’

“Sure, | don’'t have to get back to NCISright away.”

They find a quiet table in the corner of the cafeteriato edt.

“So, how are you doing, Greg?’ Tony asks, as he takes a forkful of spaghetti.

“Not too bad, considering. I'm going back to work next week.”

“You're apersonal trainer, yes?’ Tony remembers one of the conversations they had back at
Scott’s stable.

“Yup! | work inagym. That'swhy they targeted me in the first place. They took me one
night — I'd been working late, and it was my turn to lock up.”

“How long ago?’ Tony asks curiougly.
“A year and a half.”
Tony looks up, shocked. “That long? Y ou survived two whole seasons fighting?’

“Just about. Sometimesiit feels like | didn’'t survive at all. It feels like I’ m still there, fighting
for my life every week.” Greg gives atight little smile.

“Yeah, | know the feeling. Hey, what happened to Matt? |s he okay?’

Greg looks down and then up again, his lips twisting bitterly. “Look, Tony, I'm gay. | knew |
was gay from when | was old enough to understand what it meant, and |’ ve been out and
proud of it since | was sixteen yearsold. The gym | work at isagay gym. Thereason | got
my job back so quickly is because my ex is the manager there, and we're good friends.”

“Uh, okay.” Tony wonders where thisis heading.

“And Matt isn't gay.” Greg shrugs. “He's straight, and I’ m a complication he doesn’t want in
hislife. He made that clear from the minute we were rescued.”

“You were in love with him,” Tony says quietly.

“Y ou know what that place was like. Y ou clung onto someone...” Greg shrugs again.
“Honestly, | don't know, Tony. It felt like love at the time, but maybe it was just loneliness.”

Was that how it was for Gibbs, Tony wonders? Just loneliness? Wanting someone to hold
onto at night? That, combined with the drugs making him so horny he didn’t care who he

fucked. Maybe he' s been an idiot, and the way Gibbs is holding him at arm’ s length right

now is because he'strying to extricate himself from an unwanted ‘complication’, just like
Matt.



“How areyou?’ Greg asks. “And how isthe old wolf?Is he still snarling at everyone?’ He
grins.

“He was badly injured in that final fight, trying to keep it going long enough for help to
arrive,” Tony says quietly. “He' s getting better physically, but mentally and emotionally...|
have no idea.”

Greg looks surprised. “But you two were so close.”

“Well, right now we don't feel close at al. He barely talks to me. Maybe it’s like with you
and Matt. Maybe it was just the drugs and the loneliness.”

Greg bursts out laughing and then trails off when Tony doesn't join in. “Y ou're kidding
right?”

“No, Greg, I'm not. I’'m bisexual; | fell for Gibbs years ago, but he never gave any indication
he was anything but straight, so | just, you know, worshipped him quietly from afar.” Tony
gives atight little smile. “And yes, | thought we had something back in Scott’s stable, but
maybe | was kidding myself.”

Greg gives him an incredulous look. “Tony — are you insane? Gibbs nearly tore my dick off
just for talking to you.”

“Likel said, the drugs...”

“No,” Greg says forcefully. “Listen to me, Tony — | will never forget the expression on his
face when they were whipping you. He was out of his mind; anyone could see that. He lived
every single one of those lashes with you, and it was destroying him to see you in that kind of
pain and not be able to make it stop.”

“He hated me being hurt; doesn’t mean he wants to spend the rest of his life with me.”

“Then there was the way he looked at you, when he knew you couldn’t see,” Greg says,
leaning forward across the table and gesturing insistently with his fork. “I saw though. There
was this expression of the most intense love, pride, and worry on his face, all mixed up. |
used to envy you and fear for you at the same time, being the focus of all that Wolfman
intensity. All my life, I’ve wanted someone to look at me that way. Tony, that man loves you,
passionately, and | think you’re the only one who could ever handle him. He's one intense
bastard.”

“Ohyeah.” Tony grins. “He s definitely that.”

“Some people are perfect for each other. It just works, and that’swhat | saw in you two,”
Greg tells him firmly. “Y ou balance each other out; you lighten him up, and he grounds you.
Y ou belong together. Trust me— I’ ve seen alot of guysin love, but never one as much in
love as Gibbs isin love with you.”

It's good to hear. He' s been getting so little back from Gibbs that he was starting to wonder if
what they shared back in that stall was just afigment of his imagination. He remembers that



kiss a few days ago, when it felt like he’d woken a sleeping wolf. Gibbs was as passionate
then as he was back at Scott’s stable, before something spooked him, and he pulled away.

He swaps cell phone numbers with Greg and returnsto NCI S, feeling better than he hasin
days.

“Hey —McGee! I'm back!” he announces the minute he walks into the squad room. “FBI
work all done and boy, am | glad to see the back of that place. Much as | hate the orange...”
he glances at the familiar NCIS walls, “1 prefer them to that weird shade of puce the FBI has
going on. So, what’s been happening here? Sit rep me, Probie!”

“Uh...” McGee gets up, flushing wildly. “I just gave asit rep, Tony.”

“You did? To who?’

“To me, DiNozzo,” says afamiliar voice behind him.

*

Tony whirls around, a shocked look on his face.

“You're back? Boss,” he adds, his eyes narrowing as his sharp-eyed gaze rakes over Gibbs.
Gibbs glances down at his familiar, workday clothes, the new ones he bought from Sears, and
then back up at Tony.

“Yes, I’'m back, so clear the rest of your junk off my desk. | need to go talk to the director.”
He glances up at where Vance is standing above, gazing down on the squad room darkly.

“But...” Tony opens his mouth to protest, but Gibbs brushes past him.
“Now, DiNozzo,” he growls.

He runs up the stairs two at atime, feeling strong again for the first time in weeks. His body
has healed, and his mind will do what he tellsit. It'sthat simple.

He strides into Vance' s office confidently, shutting the door behind him.
“Agent Gibbs, | didn’t know you were intending to return to work today,” Vance says.

“I’m fit to work, so here | am.” Gibbs shrugs. “Lot of catching up to do, so if you don’t mind,
Director...”

“I do mind,” Vance says sharply. “Look, Gibbs, you’ ve been through a hell of an ordeal.
Before you can return to work, | need you to see Dr Bracco from Psych Services, just to make
sure you're fit for duty.”

“Me? See ashrink?’ Gibbs laughs in his face. “C' 'mon, Leon! We both know that’s not going
to happen.”



“Gibbs, it’s agency policy that any agent returning to work after the kind of trauma you
endured, hasto be cleared by Psych Services first.”

Gibbs shakes his head, chuckling softly to himself. “Is it agency policy to leave an agent out
in the field alone too?’

Vance sighs. “Gibbs, if you're going to have a problem working with me then that’s all the
more reason for you to see Dr Bracco.”

“The only problem I’ m going to have working with you is if you make me see some idiot
from Psych Services.” Gibbs smiles sweetly. “1’m not the kind of guy who spills hisgutsto a
shrink. I’ll tell her what she wants to hear, if it’ll make you feel better, but it’s a waste of
time.”

Vance leans back in his chair. “If | waive this requirement...”

“Then everything can go back to how it was before. No hard feelings about you leaving me
out there to rot.” He bares his teeth dightly at Vance, who shifts uncomfortably.

“Fine. Go back to your job. But if you're not fit for work, then 1’1l suspend you. Got that?’

“Got it.” Gibbs strides out of the office, grinning to himself. Wolves can be cunning when
they have to.

It's been a good day’ s work so far, but he needs coffee, so he heads for the elevator. Someone
fallsinto step beside him just as he reaches it, and a split second later he finds himself being
shoved into it. He swings around and finds himself face to face with Tony just asthe doors
close, trapping them in the tiny space together — which is precisely what he'd been trying to
avoid.

Tony immediately slams his hand on the emergency switch, bringing the elevator to a
juddering halt. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ he demands.

“Coming back to work.” Gibbs shrugs. “What does it look like?’
Tony’s eyes narrow. “Have you seen Dr Bracco?’
“Nope. No need.” Gibbs shakes his head.

Tony rocks back on his heels, alook of realization in his eyes. “Y ou screwed one over on
Vanceto get out of it, didn’t you?’

Gibbs shrugs. “I’'m fine, as you can see. I’ m better than fine, Tony. | just needed some time to
heal. No need to see some damn shrink.”

The expression in Tony’ s eyes hardens. “If anyone needs to see a shrink, it’s you.”

“Why? So | can talk about my feelings?’ Gibbs sneers. “What the hell use is that?’



Tony leans in close. “Right now, I’m not sure you have any feelings, Gibbs. | don’t think
you’ ve been feeling much of anything since you woke up in the hospital, and anything you do
feel scares the hell out of you, so you shove it down and pretend it’s not there.”

“You'retalking crap, Tony. I’ve done black ops, and I’ ve fought in wars. I’m not some
little...” he waves his hand, looking for the right expression.

“Pussy boy?” Tony supplies for him, raising one eye dangerously, daring him to take the bait.

Gibbs glares at him. “I’m not akid, Tony. I’m fine now. I’ve had a lot worse than what
Walid’ s little army of misfits put me through.”

“Really? Worse than being made to fight for your life every week? Worse than being
imprisoned in atiny cell for six months? Worse than being beaten and abused repeatedly?
Worse than being made to shoot an innocent person in order to save three others? Worse than
being repeatedly raped?’ He pauses. “Worse than being made to eat all that healthy green shit
and denied coffee?’ he adds facetiously.

Gibbs stares at him blankly. “1 wasn’t raped.” He made that vow to himself right at the
beginning. Nobody was going to fuck him in the ass, and he made sure of that by winning
every single fight. He clenches his fists by his side.

“Do you want to look it up in the dictionary?” Tony asks. “Because I’ m pretty sure you'll
find the definition of rape is any act of sexual intercourse forced on a person. Or did you
want to have sex with all those guys in the pit?’

Gibbs can feel his heart racing as images of himself fucking stranger after stranger in the pit
crowd into his mind. It was no more than mindless, drug-fuelled rutting, and he feels a surge
of anger and helplessness as the memories flood in. He knows he did those things, but right
now, he can’'t fathom how.

Tony isgazing at him intently. “Y ou're too hung up on who does what to who. | told you
before; being fucked is good. Y ou’'ve seen how much | like it. You might like it too, if you
gave it achance. It’s not the act of penetration that makes it rape, Gibbs; it’s the lack of
consent.” Tony moves in alittle closer, so close that Gibbs can feel the heat radiating off his
body. “You're not arapist, Jethro. Isthat what you’ ve been thinking? Because you fucked
them, that made you arapist?’

Gibbs finds he can’t move. He' s rooted to the spot as the memories replay in his head...and
then get stuck on onein particular. He' s looking down on Tony, who is looking back up at
him, his face bloody and bruised, his forehead beaded with swesat, and his eyes flashing with
pain as Gibbs fucks him in the sawdust.

“No,” Tony says firmly, reading him like abook. “I told you at the time — that wasn't rape.

We're not putting that label on it. You saved my life and yours by fucking me in the pit that
night. Don’t you dare call it rape. If it was any kind of rape, it was them raping us, not you

raping me. Understand?’

Gibbs closes his eyes, trying to block out that one memory as it keeps replaying in his head.



“Y ou know what | think?" Tony says, and his voice is so close he has to be standing almost
ontop of him. “I think | made a mistake leaving you alone for so long. | think it’s given you a
chance to shut down. And | think you only don’t want me around because | make you
remember what you want to forget.”

Gibbs opens his eyes to growl! out areply, but before he can say anything Tony has him
pinned against the elevator wall and is kissing him hard on the mouth. He's ill for a moment
and then his body responds, his cock hardening for the first time in weeks.

He grabs Tony’ s face between his hands and wrests back control of the kiss, returning it
passionately. Tony's scent, histaste, and the feel of his skin under his fingertips makes Gibbs
come alive, and with the pleasure also comes all the pain he’ s been blocking out.

He growls in frustration and tears himself away. It seems it’s not possible to have one without
the other. If he wants Tony, then he has to have all the bad stuff too, and he doesn’'t want that.
But he wants Tony so bad, damn it.

Tony is standing in front of him, his chest heaving. “So he is in there, that white wolf of
yours,” he says softly. “I knew he was. He just needs feeding. Let me feed him, Jethro.” He
reaches out and brushes his hand through Gibbs's short hair. “He' s hungry...let me...let
me...” Heleansin and kisses Gibbs again, gently this time, holding him close.

Gibbs feels asif he’s been starved for weeks. He' s too hungry for Tony to push him away, so
he holds on tight, feeling some part of him grow stronger asthey kiss.

Finally they come up for air, and he stares at Tony, wondering how the hell *this* fitsinto
resuming his old life.

“Seems like the only way to get through to you isto lock you up in atiny steel box so you
can’'t get away,” Tony says, with atwisted grin.

Gibbs sighs. “Y ou're making too much of this, Tony. | told you, I’ ve been through bad stuff
before, and I’ ve handled it. Why the hell should this be any different?’

“Seriously? You're seriously asking that?’ Tony takes his face between his hands and gazes
at him intently. “Because you' re an honourable man, and they made you kill. Because you're
aprivate man, and they forced you to fuck out there in front of all those people. Because
you're agood man, and they tried to make you into a bad one — and that’ s how you're feeling
right now. Bad. And that's why you're trying so hard to shove everything down, so you don't
have to feel that way.”

Gibbs pushes his hands away. “So you're my fucking shrink now?’

“Look, | get the bravado. I’ ve even done it myself — although admittedly your mask is a hell
of lot more gruff and macho than mine. | bet you waltzed back in here like you owned the
place and dazzled everyone with your...your...” He waves his hands in the air. “Y our Gibbs-
ness.”

Gibbsrolls hiseyes. “You're talking crap, Tony. Asusual.”



Tony rocks back on his heels, looking at Gibbs thoughtfully. “See, people think you're an
unfeeling bastard, and that’s exactly the way you like it, isn't it? Y ou're the big, bad wolf —
nothing can hurt you, can it? But | think it’s the opposite. | think you feel things too much,
and you have to control those feelings to stop them from eating you alive.”

“Fuck you,” Gibbs growls, torn between wanting to kiss Tony again and wanting to punch
him.

Tony shrugs. “Y ou have. Plenty of times. And | really hope you'll do it again, but you have
to open up and let me in on what’s going on in that thick skull of yours.”

“Why? Y ou seem to think you have it all figured out already,” Gibbs says sarcastically.

“Just following my gut, like someone once taught me,” Tony throws back at him. “See, | just
had lunch with Greg, and he reminded me...”

Gibbs feels a familiar surge of possessive jealousy. “Y ou saw Greg?’

“Y eah — he was at the Hoover building today, giving evidence to Fornell. Why? Does that
bother you?’ There's an amused gleam in Tony’s eyes.

“No,” Gibbslies. “We're done here, DiN0zzo.” He slams his hand angrily on the elevator
switch and it lurchesinto life.

“Oh, we're nowhere near done, Gibbs,” Tony growls at him, slamming the switch back again.
The elevator comes to another juddering halt.

Gibbs sighs and turns towards him. “What do you want from me, Tony?’

“I want you to be honest.”

“l am.”

“So you're not jealous of Greg?’

“Nope.” Gibbs shrugs. “Y ou can have lunch with whoever the hell you like, Tony.”
“And you're totally fit to be back at work?’

“Uh-huh.”

“And you aren’'t having any problems handling what happened to you during your six months
at Scott’s luxury hotel?”’

“ NOpe.”

“So you'll be going over to the Hoover building to give your testimony to Fornell
tomorrow?’



Gibbs flinches. Damn Tony for throwing out the sucker punch and taking him down with it.
He never even saw it coming.

Tony gives him another of those twisted little grins and leans in close. “I told you, | can fight
dirty too, Gibbs.”

Gibbs thinks of Ellis' s broken jaw and nose, and Walid sharing a cell with Mac. He' s all too
well aware of just how dirty Tony can fight; he was an idiot to forget it.

“Especially when there' s something really worth fighting for,” Tony adds. He reaches across
Gibbs and flicks the emergency switch. “Now we're done,” he says.

*

Asit turns out, nobody goes anywhere for the next few weeks because they catch a case.

And Tony can’t deny that it *does* feel good to have Gibbs stride into the squad room and
tell them to “saddle up”.

“Dead petty officer in Rock Creek Park, Boss?' he asks, wondering what it’ll take to earn a
head-slap from Gibbs these days.

“Nope. Dead lieutenant in an alley in Georgetown,” Gibbs throws back at him, and for a
moment it’s just like old times.

It feels even more so, but in a darker way, when they get out there and find their lieutenant
with a gunshot wound to the back of his head. Tony glances at Gibbs to find him glancing
back at him. Is he remembering Steve, Tony wonders? Or Brian, Ben, Rajul or any of the
otherskilled just like this?

If Gibbs is suffering, physically at least, Tony sees no sign of it. The man appears to be made
of iron as he strides around, leading the investigation like the previous several months never
happened. He seemsto have lost none of his investigative skills and drive for justice, pushing
them hard to solve the case, and Tony can see how relieved McGee and Ziva are to have him
back.

Abby’ s adifferent matter. When he takes some evidence down to her lab a few days later, she
grabs hisarm.

“What's going on with Gibbs?' she demands, looking over his shoulder at the door and
speaking quickly.

“What do you mean?’ he asks cautiously.

“I mean, what’s the deal with him? He looks like Gibbs, he walks like Gibbs, and he
definitely yells at you guys like Gibbs.” She gives alittle grin. “But he's not Gibbs.”

“Y ou mean he looks, talks and sounds exactly like Gibbs, but isreally akind of pod-Gibbs?’
Tony muses. “Did you ever see that movie? Man, that was a good one. ‘Invasion of the Body-
snatchers'. A true movie classic.”



“Tony!” She thumps him on the arm. “Concentrate. I’ m talking about Gibbs here! Y ou must
have noticed. | know the others haven't, because, well, they’re not us, but you and me, we
know him better than that.”

“Yeah, we do,” Tony says quietly.

“It’s like he’ s someone just as Gibbs-like only more so...”

“Y ou mean like awolf in wolf’s clothing?’ Tony gives alittle grin.

“Exactly! That'stotaly it!” She thumps him on the arm again. “And it’ s not right! | want real
Gibbs, not pretendy-Gibbs. Do something, Tony!”

“I’'mworking on it, Abby, trust me,” he tells her grimly.
“Then work harder! I’m afraid we're losing him!”

“I won't let that happen.” Tony shakes his head. “I’ m getting there, Abby. It’sjust hard
because, well, he’' s Gibbs, and he’s a stubborn bastard. | have a plan though.”

“You do?’ Her eyes brighten. “Tell me about it!”

“Can't, Abs. You'll just have to trust me on thisone. Let’sjust say there's awhite wolf that’s
starving right now, and I’'m damn well gonna make sure it gets fed.” Herolls his shoulders,
wincing as the muscles protest. His back is aching from several days running around and very
little sleep, and his anxiety about Gibbs is just making it worse.

“And how are you, Mister?’ Abby asks, prodding his chest.

“Me?" Tony takes a step back to avoid her pointy finger. “I’m not pod-Tony, Abs. I'mreal
Tony, promise.”

“I think you're extra-topping-Tony,” she says.
“What doesthat mean?Isit good?’

“Yeds! It'slike you're Tony-Max. Or Tony-Pow!” She picks up her Caf-Pow and takes along
slurp. “1 may have had too much of this,” she says around the straw.

“Yathink?’

“It’s been along week, and I’'m mainlining to stay awake. But you, Tony, you've got some
new hard, shiny thing going on. | can't place it, but it’s like you're in love or something. Are
you in love, Tony?’” She peers at him suspiciously.

“Yes, Abby, but it’s not new.”

“Hmmm...| thought so! Not the walking on air kind of love, but morethe ‘I know what |
want, and I’m damn well going to get it!" kind of love.”



“Whatever you say, Abs.” He leans forward and kisses her gently on the cheek.

“Now that! That was definitely not apod-kiss!” She stares at him sadly and then pushes him
towards the door. “Go save him, Obi-Wan DiNozzo! You're our only hope!”

*

Being back at work isthe ideal distraction. It consumes his every waking minute, so he
doesn’t have too much thinking time, and it’s exactly what Gibbs needs. His body aches with
the pressure of keeping going, but he's used to ignoring his own physical needs, so that
doesn't bother him.

They’re so busy that he crawls home for a few hours each night, drinks half a bottle of Jack,
and fall asleep on the mattress in the bathroom. He needs the Jack because it keeps the worst
of the nightmares at bay. They still creep in, maybe one or two a night, but if he doesn’t drink
before going to deep then he gets hardly any rest at al. The bourbon takes him down and
keeps him under, and he needs the sleep too much to question how he comes by it.

Hetriesto eat, but there' s a feeling of nausea in his belly that never goes away, so he doesn’'t
manage much. It doesn’'t matter because he' s not hungry and when he does eat everything
tastes like a combination of grease and cardboard anyway.

It’sadifficult case, and one that will take all of their skill and dedication to crack, so he
pushes his team hard. They don’t seem to mind. In fact, he thinks they relish having him back
so much that he could push them to the point of total exhaustion and beyond, and they
wouldn’t protest.

At the end of the first week, Gibbs goes down to Abby’s lab to hear her latest report. She
gives him that strange look she keeps giving him, and when he leans over to kiss her cheek
she moves away. He frowns.

“Problem, Abs?’

“No! Just...” she shivers, rubbing her arms, which are covered in goose-bumps. “1 don't feel
safe, Gibbs.”

“I know, there’s a murderer on the loose, but | won't let him hurt you, Abby. Y ou know
that.”

“It’s not the murderer. | know you' Il catch him,” she says with a dismissive wave of her
hand. “It’sthis place.” She glances around the lab. “It doesn’t feel safe. It feelslike there'sa
scary wild wolf prowling around that could creep up on me at any moment.”

“Not awolf that will hurt you though,” he says quietly.
She turnsto him, chewing on her lip. “Maybe. | don’t know. | just don't like it. It feels

wrong. When you kiss me, it doesn't feel like you anymore, Gibbs. It feels like it’s something
you're doing because you know it’s what you *do*, rather than what you want to do.”



Herolls his eyes. “I don’'t have time for this, Abby; | have a murderer to catch.” Heturnsto
go, griding towards the door.

“Come back to us, Gibbs,” she calls after him. “I miss you!”

He turns back towards her, asnarl on hislips, and is shocked to see her visibly recoil asif he
truly isthat wild wolf she just said she’s so scared of.

He getsinto the elevator and just as the doors are closing, Tony suddenly appears out of
nowhere and throws himself inside. The doors shut, and Gibbs clenches hisfists. He's
managed to avoid Tony quite successfully for several days, by the simple expediency of
barking orders at him and working him into the ground, and he doesn’t want arepeat of their
last elevator conversation.

Tony turnstowards him, and Gibbs puts up a hand.
“Forget it, DiNozzo. | don't have time for this right now.”

“Not even for this?” Tony leans in close and kisses him gently on the lips. It takes him so
much by surprise that he doesn’'t have a chance to respond before Tony pulls away and a split
second later the elevator doors open, and Tony walks out into the squad room as if that didn’t
just happen. Gibbs blinks, staring after him.

A few seconds later, Tony stands in front of his desk and gives a verbal report, same as usual,
not even a glint of anything in his eyes.

Two hours later, Gibbs finishes washing his hands and is about to leave the restroom when
Tony emerges from one of the stalls, pulls him into it, and kisses him again. This time he puts
ahand on Tony’s chest, intending to shove him away, but Tony’s lips feel so warm and good
against his own that he finds himself pulling him close instead and kissing him back.

Tony draws back, alittle smile on his face, and pats Gibbs's cheek.

“I love you,” he says softly, and then he leaves. Gibbs is left, once again, standing there,
wondering what the hell just happened.

Later that day, Tony squeezes Gibbs's shoulder briefly when he’s sitting at his desk and then
moves away before Gibbs can shrug off his hand.

The following day he stands just alittle too close when they’ re walking down to Autopsy, his
arm brushing against Gibbs's as they move.

They bring in a possible suspect for questioning, and Tony conducts the interrogation while
Gibbs and Ziva watch through the observation room window. As Tony finishes he turns and
fluently signs, “I missyou” at the mirror with his hands, before turning back, without missing
abesat, and showing the suspect out.

“What wasthat?’ Ziva asks with a frown.



“Just DiNozzo, messing about as usual,” Gibbs growls. Abby’s clearly been giving him
signing lessons.

On hisway home from work that evening, Gibbs is just about to get into his car in the
parking garage when Tony appears from nowhere, pulls him into an embrace, and kisses him
onthelips. It'swarm, gentle and loving, asking for nothing and giving everything. And then,
just as Gibbs starts wanting more, Tony pulls away and leaves without saying a word.

The following day, when Tony gives Gibbs afile he lets his fingers linger on Gibbs s hand a
fraction of a beat too long, stroking gently, then moves his hand away just before Gibbs
realises what he's doing and starts to shake him off.

Over the next few weeks, Tony ambushes Gibbs repeatedly. He kisses him in the elevator, the
conference room, the stairwell, and the parking garage. It’s not along kiss — often it’s barely
more than a sweet touch of lips on lips — and then he disappears as suddenly as he came. Each
time he murmurs something in Gibbs's ear just before he goes: “1 love you”, 1 want you”, “I
miss you” — and each time Gibbs is about to tell him to leave him the hell alone, but Tony is
always gone before he can get the words out.

Slowly, gradually, Gibbs feels something warm starting to stir deep inside. It isn’t much, but
the knot of anxiety in the pit of his belly that he’s been ignoring for weeks slowly startsto
loosen. He finds he can keep down a little more food and maybe he needs a little less Jack to
help him sleep at night.

He startsto look forward to Tony’s surprise attacks, enjoying the fact that he never knows
when they’ Il happen. Tony doesn’'t push. He doesn’t start another argument, or ask anything
from Gibbsthat he isn’t ready to give. He just reminds him, a dozen times aday, in tiny, brief
moments, that he loves him.

Gibbs finds himself glancing at Tony across the room instead of avoiding his gaze, and he
startsto see thetired lines around Tony’s eyes, and the way his shoulders are becoming more
and more hunched as the case takes itstoll. He finds his fingers itching to dig into Tony’s
sore back and soothe out the stiffness.

Their murderer is a scumbag called Lance Briggs, and they trace him to awarehouse by the
docks afew days later. He's armed, dangerous and has left atrail of victimsin hiswake.
Gibbs motions his team into position to flush him out of the warehouse, and a second later
Briggs bursts out of the exit closest to where Tony is holding position and makes a run for it,
shooting his gun wildly, with Tony in hot pursuit.

Gibbs feels a surge of an old, familiar protective instinct stirring inside. He charges after both
Tony and Briggs, finding the energy from somewhere to run as fast as they are going,
ignoring the pain in his knee. He rounds a corner and finds that Tony has brought Briggs
down and is struggling with him.

Time seems to ow down, and in that moment, seeing Tony down on the ground, Gibbs's
heart suddenly burstsinto life. It pounds painfully in his chest, full of fear, anxiety and anger.
Gibbsis hardly aware of what he's doing — he just explodes. He sprints the short distance to
where they are fighting, yanks Briggs bodily off Tony, and plants his fist in the man’s face
repeatedly.



He's back in the pit, fighting for survival, using all his stored up anger and hate to win a fight
he must not lose. His clothes are a hindrance, weighing him down, and all he wantsto do his
protect the person he loves most in the world and stop any harm ever coming to him. He
couldn’t protect his mom, or hiswife, or his daughter, but he can damn well protect Tony.

Suddenly he's being dragged backwards off Briggs, whose face is a bloody mess, and Tony is
pulling him away, talking to him in low, urgent tones.

“We' ve got him, Gibbs. It's okay —we' ve got him...”

He calms down enough to see that Ziva and McGee are cuffing Briggs, shooting worried
glances in Gibbs' s direction. They’ ve never seen him like this before. Tony pulls him down
the side of the warehouse, away from their startled gazes.

“Hey...it"s okay. I’'m okay,” Tony tells him, rubbing his shoulders comfortingly.

Gibbs looks down on his own bloody knuckles and then up at Tony’s split lip and the red
mark on his jaw. He grabs Tony’ s face and holdsiit.

“You're okay? You're okay?' he asks repeatedly, checking Tony for signs of further damage.

“I’'m fine. Zivaand McGee have taken Briggs to the car. | thought | should settle you down
before we head back to NCIS. You were out of it back there.”

Gibbs gazes at Tony helplessly. “Thought he was hurting you...thought | was going to lose
you.” Herests his forehead against Tony’s, breathing heavily.

“I’m fine. | can handle myself.” Tony’s hands caress his shoulders, warm and loving.
“Ssh...it"s okay. I've got you,” he says, pulling him close and holding him tight.

“Why did you wake me up?’ Gibbs hisses into his shoulder. “All that damn kissing! All those
touches...l was doing fine, but you had to go and wake me up. Damn it, it *hurts*, Tony.”

“I know...I know,” Tony says softly. “But you couldn’t stay all locked up like that forever,
Jethro.”

Gibbs draws back. “Why the hell not?’

“Well, it was freaking Abby out for astart.” Tony grins. “And me,” he adds, his grin fading.
“And you deserve better than that, Jethro. After what you’ ve been through, you deserve so
much better than being all alone, unable to feel a damn thing, and having to go through the
motions and pretend at being who you are because you’ ve forgotten how it feels to be the real
you.”

“Damn it!” Gibbs turns and walks away, feeling winded. It hurts so much he can barely
breathe. He couldn’t handle seeing Tony being attacked after what they went through
together, and he can’'t handle his own anger, shame, pain, and guilt, either. It’s all too
overwhelming. It reminds him of the worst time in his life, after Shannon and Kelly were
killed, when he had to shut down just to keep from going under.



He leans against the warehouse wall, struggling for breath, and feels Tony’s hand on his
shoulder, squeezing, lending him that same invisible support he’s been giving to him for
weeks. He realizes now that is all that has kept him going throughout this case. He might
have thought he was doing fine, but he was barely functioning. He was like an automaton,
going through the motions, acting at being himself. No wonder Abby was so scared of him.

“I’m here,” Tony says quietly. “1’'m not pushing. There’s no pressure. Just come to me when
you're ready. And here.” He puts his hands on Gibbs's face and draws himin. “Let’s feed
that white wolf some more.” He kisses Gibbs softly, sweetly, just once, and then draws back.

There’ s no time to talk; they have a job to do. Gibbs somehow manages to force himself back
to the car, Tony beside him, still offering him that support, their arms touching as they walk.

After the interrogation and the paperwork are al done it’s nearly two am. Gibbs is too tired
to think about what happened back at the warehouse. He just goes home, drinks half a bottle
of Jack, and throws himself on his mattress in the bathroom to sleep.

He hears a nuzzling sound at the bathroom door afew hours later. He turns over, trying to
ignore it, but then it turns into a scratching noise. He buries his head under his blanket, but
instead of going away the scratching sound becomes a whimper, which then turnsinto a
howl. He can’t ignore it anymore. He gets up, goes over to the door, and opensiit.

There' s a skinny white wolf sitting there, gazing at him dolefully.

“Y ou want to come in, don’'t you?’ He glares at it. The wolf getsto its feet unsteadily, its
body swaying. Gibbs can see its ribs and realizes the creature is half-starved.

The wolf presses its nose into Gibbs' s hand, and he sighs and steps to one side, allowing the
wolf to dink into the bathroom. The wolf lies down on the mattress and looks up at him
hopefully.

“That’s my damn bed,” Gibbs growls. The wolf gives a little whine and rests its head on its
white paws, daring him to kick it off the mattress. Gibbs is too tired to argue. He lies down on
the mattress beside the wolf and closes his eyes. He feels the wolf moving closer, and then it
lays its head on Gibbs s shoulder. Gibbs reaches out, wraps his arms around it, and holds it
close.

He isn't sure why, but somehow having the wolf in his arms makes him feel incredibly sad.
He buries his face in the wolf’ s fur and finds himself crying, great, wrenching sobs that rack
his body. His tears disappear into the wolf’s fur, and it nuzzles in even closer, raising its head
to lick the tears from Gibbs's cheeks.

Now he's started crying he can’t stop; he holds the wolf tight and sobs convulsively into its
fur.

He wakes up to find his pillow wet. He feels wrung out, and he’s hurting inside, but at least
the world isn’t muffled and numb anymore.



He knows what he has to do. He takes a shower, gets dressed, and walks wearily out to his
car. He drives over to Tony’s place, unsure what the hell he’s going to do or say. He isn't
used to being this weak and this vulnerable. He doesn't like how it feels.

He pulls up outside Tony’ s apartment block and is just about to get out of his car when he
sees Tony emerging; he’'s dressed in one of hiswork suits, although they’ ve been given four
days leave following the case, and he’ s carrying a bunch of flowers.

Gibbs feels his gut tighten. Where the hell is Tony going? He remembers that Tony had lunch
with Greg recently and feels a surge of jealousy. He hates the way he’s at the mercy of his
emotions, being buffeted by one blow after another. He feels like he’s hanging in the wind,
and if he has to take one more punch then he’ll go down, once and for all.

Tony getsin his car and drives away, and Gibbs's gut pings uncomfortably. He hasn’t felt his
gut making its presence felt in weeks, and he has the distinct feeling something bad is going
to happen. Acting on instinct, he putsthe car in gear and follows Tony.

Tony pulls up outside a small house half an hour’s drive away. He gets out of the car, and
Gibbs sees him visibly bracing himself. He looks as scared and vulnerable as Gibbs feels
right now, and Gibbs's heart goes out to him. It seems his gut was right. What is Tony going
to put himself through now?

Tony’ s shoulders are hunched, as they have been for days, but Gibbs sees him making a
conscious effort to straighten them, standing up tall and proud. Tony takes a deep breath, and
then he walks slowly up to the house and knocks on the door.

A tiny Indian lady answers it. She’s dressed in a purple and gold sari, and her eyes fill with
tears when she sees Tony. He offers her the flowers.

“Mrs Patel? I’'m Tony DiNozzo — we spoke on the phone earlier? | was with your son Rajul
when he died. He gave me a message for you.”

“Please...comein...” She standsto one sideto let him in, and Gibbs sees Tony take another
deep breath, and then he disappears inside the house.

Gibbs rests his head on the steering wheel. Rajul, Steve, Brian, Ben... He' s been trying so
hard to forget them while Tony is doing his best to lay their ghoststo rest. He feels a surge of
pride for Tony, for all he did to save them, for not forgetting those who didn’t make it out of
that nightmare, and for standing by him these past few weeks when he was pushing him
away.

Gibbs reaches for his cell phone and makes a call, and then he sits back in his seat and waits.

*

Mrs Patel is sweet and welcoming. She makes him tea, and he sits on her couch and looks at
all her photographs of Rajul, from when he was a baby to when he graduated from high
school.



Tony hopes it helps her to know Rajul loved her and that his last thoughts were of her. He
isn't sureif that’s any comfort, but he wants her to know that her son was with someone who
was kind to himin his last few minutes. He doesn't tell her the details of her son’s desth; no
parent needs to know something as ugly as that. Tony has seen the FBI report, and he knows
what Fornell’steam told her. She'll find out more when it goes to court, and he hopes she's
ready for that. He warns her, gently, what it might entail, and she nods, blinking the tears out
of her eyes.

Finally, he says goodbye and emerges into the sunlight. It’s a beautiful late fall day, much
warmer than it has any right to be at this time of the year.

Tony walks slowly towards his car, waiting until Mrs Patel has closed the door behind him.
Only then does he allow his shoulders to sag. He pauses beside his car, breathing heavily.
That was painful but necessary. He didn’'t want to re-live the events of that horrible day, but
he promised Rajul he'd do this, and he's glad he did.

Still, it hurts. He rests his arms on the side of the car, feeling the soreness in his shoulders.
It’s like someone has taken handfuls of his skin and is twisting it, pulling him down. He takes
afew deep breaths, steadying himself...and is taken completely by surprise when he feels
two hands descend on his shoulders, soothing the sore skin.

“Ssh, I've got you,” afamiliar voice saysin his ear, and he relaxes, smiling to himself as he
remembers his own words of yesterday being whispered back to him.

Gibbs's fingers feel so good, digging into his aching shoulders, and Tony surrenders to the
massage for a couple of minutes. Then he turns. Gibbs looks...like Gibbs again. Tony isn't
sure what the difference is, just that the white wolf is back, balancing out the dark one. He
thinks it’ s that same white wolf he’ s got to thank for Gibbs being here right now and giving a
damn about him.

It’sinteresting that the white wolf burst into life when he was threatened yesterday and now
again today, when he's feeling so low after visiting Mrs Patel. Then again, he’'s always
known that Gibbs' s white wolf has a streak of protectiveness a mile wide. That’s one of the
main ways Gibbs has always shown his love. He's not the kind of guy who' [l make any
flowery declarations; this is how his white wolf expresses itself.

“Did you follow me?’ Tony asks.

“Yeah.” Gibbs shrugs. “I was driving over to your place and got there just as you came out
with the flowers...wondered where you were going. My gut said it was bad, so...”

“Y ou followed me. It’skind of a habit you have.” Tony gives a little grin, remembering so
much of their shared history, going right the way back to when he was a cop in Baltimore.

“Well, now you can follow me.” Gibbs jerks his head at his car, and Tony doesn’t have a
chance to ask him where they’ re going because Gibbs strides off.

Tony drives after Gibbsto a marina afew miles away and gets out of his car.



Gibbs goes into the marina office, emerges a few seconds later with a basket, and jerks his
head at Tony again. “Thisway.”

Tony follows Gibbs down to the water and watches him jump on board a big, white yacht.
Gibbs turns and holds out his hand to help Tony climb on board too.

“Nice.” Tony stands on the deck, glancing around.

“Belongsto an old friend. He said | could borrow it for the afternoon.” Gibbs puts the basket
down. “Food,” he mutters.

Tony sits down and watches as Gibbs takes the boat out onto the open water. The sun feels
good on his face, and he feels himself relaxing, really relaxing, for the first time in months.

They end up in the middle of nowhere. There' s just blue water all around them, no other
boatsin sight, and the sun shining overhead. Gibbs stops the boat and comes over to him.

“Take off your clothes,” he orders.
Tony glances up at him in surprise. “What?’

“Clothes.” Gibbs jerks his head impatiently, holding up something in his hand. Tony squints
through the glare of the sun and sees a bottle of massage oil. “Somethin’ I’ ve wanted to do
for afew weeks,” Gibbs mutters. “Watching you walk around with those aching shoulders.”

Tony grins and undresses, and then he lies down on the towel Gibbs has placed on the front
deck.

He's not exactly sure what he' s expecting, but he had no idea that Gibbs knew how to give
such fantastic massages. Gibbs's fingers are strong and sure as they slide into his shoulders
and neck, digging in just deep enough to give relief without being painful. Tony sighs and
spreads out, allowing Gibbs to have control over his body. It feels so damn good to be here,
under the sun, having his shoulders massaged by such strong, expert hands.

He feels Gibbs's lips on one of his scars, and then feels him trace it down from shoulder to
thigh, bestowing dozens of tiny kisses on it as he goes. Tony has a sudden, vivid memory of
doing the exact same thing to Gibbs several weeks ago, infusing each kiss and each long,
deep sweep of his fingers with all the love he possessed.

Now Gibbsis returning the favour. Gibbs is not aman who can speak easily about those
things he cares about the most, but he can show it; and right now, after weeks of being shut
out, Tony knows that Gibbs istelling him exactly what he means to him.

That knowledge brings a lump to Tony’ s throat, and he swallows down hard and wipes his
face on the towe!.

“Y ou okay? Going too hard?’ Gibbs asks.

“No...just right,” Tony replies softly.



He allows himself to drift off as those deft fingers and gently caressing lips show him just
how much Gibbs loves him; after an hour or so, he isin absolutely no doubt about how deep
thet loveiis.

Finally, Gibbs draws back, and Tony turns over to see him gazing down on him with a
satisfied smile on his face.

“One more thing.” Gibbs picks up Tony’s hand and gently massages the fingers he once
broke, sowly, one by one, easing out the stiffness. Tony looks up a him as he works; Gibbs
has that same look of intense concentration on his face that he always has when he’sworking
on building something in his basement.

Tony remembers how Gibbs held him down and broke these fingers, one by one, all the time
asking Tony to trust him, even though Tony didn’t know why he was doing it. Tony did trust
him. He always has. He always will.

“Come here.” Tony grabs Gibbs's hand and pulls him down beside him onto the towel. Then
he reaches out and undoes one button on Gibbs's shirt.

Gibbs doesn’'t stop him, so Tony moves on to the next, and then the next.

“Y ou okay with this?” Tony asks quietly, unzipping Gibbs's fly. “I mean...without the drugs,
without the danger, and without the ‘we might die tomorrow’ atmosphere? Y ou ready for
this?’

Gibbs grins and presses Tony’ s hand against his cock, which isrock hard. “How does that
feel?

“Pretty ready.” Tony grins back and finishes stripping Gibbs's clothes from his body.

Then he takes Gibbs' s face in his hands and kisses him deeply. The sun bathes them gently as
they lie naked under its warm rays, caressing each other slowly. It’s been weeks, but Tony
wants to savour their first love-making as free men. He doesn’'t want it going too fast; he
wants to enjoy it.

He explores Gibbs's body in the daylight for the first time. He covers his skin with dozens of
kisses, enjoying the scent and feel of Gibbs's body under his fingertips and lips.

Gibbs rolls over on top of him and gently stretches his opening with his fingers, smiling
down on Tony the entire time. Tony is so relaxed that by the time Gibbs sinks his hard cock
into him, it feels instantly pleasurable.

Gibbs makes love to him slowly, taking his time, kissing Tony repeatedly as he moves inside
him. The sky is blue behind Gibbs's face, framing him, making his blue eyes seem an even
deeper shade. They both reach climax at almost the same time, and instead of being a brief
moment of pleasure snatched in the midst of an on-going nightmare, it feels relaxed and
peaceful.



Afterwards, Gibbs rests his head on Tony’s chest, and Tony wraps his arms around Gibbs's
body, and they lie there for along time in the gently rocking boat under the warm rays of the
late afternoon sun.

Eventually they move, their muscles protesting at having to shift. Gibbs withdraws from his
body, and they cover themselves in blankets and devour the contents of the picnic basket.

Then they lie down on the deck of the boat, wrapped up in each other’s arms, and gently kiss
as the sun goes down around them.

Tony can feel Gibbs tracing his fingers gently over the scars on his back, and he remembers
lying in their stall the night he was whipped, with the blood drying on his skin, and how
Gibbs crawled across the floor to be as close to him as possible and held his hand all night
long.

Gibbs made a promise to him that night, and now, lying here on the deck of the boat,
wrapped up in Gibbs's arms, Tony knows that Gibbs remembers that promise too.

*

It’s getting late by the time they return to the marina. They stop beside Tony’s car, and Gibbs
hesitates. Then he leans in, plants a kiss on Tony’s cheek, and pulls back.

“Night, Tony.”
He turnsto go, but feels Tony’s hand on his arm, pulling him back.

“Hang on. That’sit?It’s late, and it’s an hour’ s drive home for me but twenty minutes to your
place. Why don't | stay over with you tonight?’

Gibbs thinks about the half-eaten containers of food in his living room, the mattressin his
bathroom, and the many empty bottles of whisky everywhere, and shakes his head. “Not yet.”

“Why not? After the day we just shared.”

“It was good. Let’s quit while we're ahead.” Gibbs turns on his heel and walks back to the
car, feeling Tony’ s gaze burning into his shoulders as he goes.

Gibbs looks around for a bottle of whisky to help him sleep when he gets home and finds
there are none left. He thinks about it for a moment, but the dreams are too vivid for him to
handle awhole night of them. One or two is manageable, but he has no intention of tossing
and turning the entire night with a head full of them, which is what happens when he doesn’t
drink a good half a bottle of Jack before going to bed.

He shoulders his jacket back on, grabs his keys, and opens his door...to find Tony standing
outside, hand poised to knock.

“Going somewhere?’ Tony asks, with araised eyebrow.

“Walk. Fresh air.” He shrugs. “Y ou following me, Tony?’



“Y ou followed me. Fair’sfair.” Tony gives a sweet smile.
Gibbs glares at him. “Y ou said you weren’t going to push.”

“I said | wasn't going to push because | was going to wait for you to come to me. Y ou did. So
now we're in different territory.”

“Go home, DiNozzo,” Gibbs growls.

“No. See, you can boss me around all you like at work —that’sfine. | don’t mind. | kinda like
it.” Tony grins. “I’m sure as hell used to it. But when we're on our own time, we're equals,
and you don’t get to tell me what to do. Haven't you figured that out yet?’

“It’s my damn house, and you're not coming in,” Gibbs says firmly, cutting to the chase.

“Fine. I’'ll sit on the doorstep until you invite mein.” Tony shrugs. “See, | figured out what
today was all about. It’s okay for you to look out for me, but you won’t let me do the same
for you. Y ou have to be the big, bad wolf all the time, don’'t you? Y ou can never show fear,
or vulnerability, or let anyone in to help you, and as long as you do that, we' |l never have a
relationship of equals.”

God, he needs that drink now! Right now. Gibbs shoves Tony to one side, steps out of the
house, closes the door behind him, and then locks it, which he never usually does but he
doesn’t want Tony snooping around in there while he’s gone.

“I was wondering why all your marriages after Shannon failed,” Tony says quietly.
Gibbs stiffens. “Y ou’ ve gone too far, DiN0zzo.”

“No, | haven’'t gone far enough. They fell in love with you because they thought you cared
about them, and | think you actualy did. | don’t think you find it hard to care about people,
Jethro. But you won't let them care about you in return. That’s what happened with all those
ex-Mrs Gibbses, isn’t it? That’s why they all left.”

Gibbs clenches his fists angrily. “Y ou don’t know shit, Tony.”

“I’ve been watching you for ten years, Gibbs. | know more than you think. Y ou were ill
hurting about Shannon and Kelly, but you never let any of your exesinto that pain. You
refused to let them help, like you refused to let your dad help after your mom wasKkilled. It's
the lone wolf in you, | get that.” Tony shrugs. Then he leansin. “But | refuse to be an ex-Mrs
Gibbs, Jethro. I’m here to stay, so you'd better figure out how to make a place for me in your
lair.” He jerks his head at the house.

Gibbs shoves his keys into his pocket. He won't take the car. He intends to drink too much to
make that sensible. He'll walk down the road to the nearest bar instead.

“Y ou want to stay out here, then fine,” he growls at Tony. “But I’ m going out.” He prowls
down the driveway and then glances back. “Don’t damn well follow me, DiNo0zzo.”



“No intention of it.” Tony sits down on the doorstep and leans his head back against the door.
“But I'll be here, waiting, when you get back. One of these days you'll finally get it through
your thick skull that I'm not going anywhere.”

The bar is only afew minutes away. He' s often been here when he needs to get out of the
house and nurse a quiet drink alone. He sits down at the bar and settles in for along night
ahead. If Tony is still there when he gets back, at least he'll be too drunk to have a
conversation with him.

“Hey, Gibbs,” the barman says, putting a glass of bourbon in front of him.

“Hey, Bill.” Gibbs downsthe drink in one fiery gulp.

“Haven't seen you here in along time; you been away?’

“Yeah.” Gibbs shoves the glass back at Bill and gestures his head for arefill.

“Did you get married again?’ Bill asks. “Only you’ ve got that same look on your face that
you had when you were getting your last divorce.”

Gibbs grunts, remembering how often he used to come down here during his messy break-up
with Stephanie.

“Women, huh?’ Bill grins, putting another whisky in front of him.

Gibbs grunts again. Women, men — it makes no difference. The common denominator in
being lousy at relationshipsisn’t gender —it’s him.

He isn't sure how many whiskies he’ s consumed when someone sits down at the bar beside
him an hour or so later. It’s late and the bar is practically empty, so he’'s annoyed as there are
plenty of other seats.

Heturnsto look at his unwanted company and his stomach does a queasy flip.

“Hi, Gibbs,” Sam Hurrell says. “It’s good to see you again.”

Gibbs stares at him. “Tony called ya?’

“Yes. He figured you' d be here — said it was the closest bar within walking distance.”
“You’ve gotten fat, Sam,” Gibbs says, downing another whisky.

Hurrell grins. “Yeah — | know. Jan keeps feeding me, and it’s so good that | can’t stop eating
after months of chewing though that shit they fed us as Scott’s place.” He gives Gibbs a
critical stare. “And you’ ve gotten thin,” he says. “Y ou’re much thinner now than you were
when | last saw you. Frank would never have let you get this thin — he had to keep you
bulked up enough to win in the pit.”

Gibbs clenches his jaw and jerks his head at Bill to bring him another drink.



“| eat, you drink...there are all kinds of ways of handling it,” Hurrell says, sitting back in his
chair.

Gibbs takes a gulp of the drink Bill puts in front of him.

“I’ve thought about you a lot these past couple of months since that final Fight Night,”
Hurrell tells him softly. “Wondered how you were doing. Me and Jan met up with Tony a
few times, and he said --”

“You met up with Tony?" Gibbs glances sideways at Hurrell. Tony has seen Greg, Hurrell
and Rajul’s mom, while he’s seen nobody. He's just tried to shut it away and pretend it didn’t

happen.

“Y eah. Tony and Jan got close while you and | were away.”

Gibbs turnsin his chair and takes a good look at Hurrell. He is fatter, but he’s a big guy and
carries it well. It actually suits him, asif thisis how he's supposed to be. His hair has grown
back in a soft shade of light brown, and he looks completely different to how he did back at
Scott’s stable. His shoulders are relaxed, his face has lost that anxious look, and while he
might not exactly be at peace yet, he looks as if he’s getting there.

“You’re not doing too well, | think, old friend,” Hurrell says softly.
“And you are?’ Gibbs glares at him.

“I have good days and bad. Nobody ever said it was going to be easy.” Hurrell shrugs. Then
his face lights up. “But here — see — some good came out of it.” He gets hiswallet out of his
jacket pocket, opens it, and takes out a photo, which he places in front of Gibbs. It’s a picture
of Jan, holding alittle girl. “Her name's Melissa,” Hurrell tells him, a genuinely happy smile
curving at the corners of his mouth. “She’'s Steve' s daughter,” he adds.

Gibbs gazes at the little girl in the picture. She's got blonde curly hair and a sweet smile. He
can see Steve' s featuresin her and it makes his gut churn. He really doesn’t want to
remember that night.

“Me and Jan took atrip to meet Steve' s girlfriend Tanya, and Melissa. They’re doing okay,
but struggling financially, so we're helping out. We' ve become close.” He picks up the
picture and puts it back in hiswallet. “I oweit to Steve to make sure his little girl isokay,” he
says quietly.

Gibbs nods and takes another gulp of hisdrink. “I never said...” he pauses and then forces
himself on. “About that final night...| never said, because | didn't see you again after, but
you did a great job, Sam.”

“Y ou gave me the confidence, Gibbs. There was only one guard, like you said there would
be, and | took him out. | freed all the fighters— it al went down exactly like you planned.”

“Always knew you could do it. You should believe in yourself more.”



Hurrell gives him a beaming smile. “I’ve wanted to see you for awhile. | wanted to say
thanks — for that and for everything else you did for us. Y ou took the brunt of it all, you came
up with the plan that got us rescued, and you got us all organized. We only got out of there
alive because of you.”

Gibbs stares into his drink.

“I’ve spoken to several of the fighters since we were rescued, and you’re alegend to them,
Gibbs. They know we're only free because of you, and they know you took one hell of a
beating in the pit that night because you were buying time for us. So thank you. From all of
us.”

The noise of that final Fight Night comes crashing back into his head. Everything was at
stake; hislife, Tony’s, Sam’s, all the fightersin Scott’s stable and in all the other stables. He
fought his heart out in the pit that night, and he can still hear the sound of the crowd baying
for his blood. He takes a deep, heaving breath inwards.

“D’you get flashbacks —to the pit?’ he asks.

Hurrell nods. “All the time. And nightmares — incredibly vivid nightmares that make me
wake up screaming.”

“Yeah. Metoo.” Gibbs strokesthe side of his glass with his thumb and then turns to look at
him. “How d’you get through it, Sam?’ he asks hoarsely.

“With Jan’s help,” Hurrell replies, leaning forward. “She’s been incredible. | told her
everything — all of it, eventhe...” He flushes. “Even the stuff I’m most ashamed of. She
doesn’'t judge me. I’'m doing agood job of that al by myself.”

Gibbs gazes at him, suddenly overwhelmed by how good it isto see him again. “You
shouldn’t,” he mutters. “Y ou’re a good man, Sam. One of the best I’ ve ever known.”

“Thank you,” Hurrell says softly. His eyes are glowing with pride, and Gibbs is aware just
how much those words mean to him. Hurrell places a hand on Gibbs's wrist and speaks
quietly and urgently. “Listen, Gibbs, onething I do know, more than anything else, isthat |
couldn’t have got through this alone — and you can't, either.”

“I’m not used to being so damn weak. | can’'t do this shit, Sam,” Gibbs says despairingly.

“Sure you can. You're aMarine.” Hurrell smiles at him. “Besides, you' re forgetting
something, Gibbs. Something important.” Gibbs raises a questioning eyebrow. “The strength
of the wolf isin the pack,” Hurrell reminds him softly. He gets up and puts a hand on Gibbs's
shoulder, squeezing firmly. “And Tony's your pack, Gibbs. Let him be your strength.”

He sgueezes again, and then he turns and leaves.

Gibbs stares into his glass for along time after he’ s gone, just gazing into the amber liquid.
He thought the fight was over, and he’d won, but he’s still fighting, and he' s so tired of it. He
thought he’d beaten Walid, but somehow he's still imprisoned, only the prison is of hisown
making now; and for as long as he stays walled up inside it, Walid is the winner.



He' s taken one blow too many, and he's staggering around, punch drunk, unable to stand
properly. He wantsto lie down. He wants to give in. He wants to stop fighting.

He finishes his drink with one last gulp, and Bill walks over. “Y ou want arefill?’ he asks.

Gibbs shakes his head, feeling something inside him finally give. “Nope. | gotta go home,”
he says. “ Someone’ s waiting for me.”

It'salong wait, but finally Tony sees Gibbs walking unsteadily up the driveway. Tony gets
up, but Gibbs doesn’t say aword to him. He doesn’t even look at him. He just gets out his
keys and fumbles drunkenly with the lock. The door swings open, and Tony waits, wondering
if he'll be spending the night on the porch.

Gibbs walks into the house and then pauses. “Y ou comin’ in or not?’ he mutters, holding the
door open.

Tony gives asmall, satisfied smile and follows him into the house. Gibbs turns on the light,
and Tony blinks, taking in the mess of take-out boxes littering the living room. Most of them
are half filled with food, some of it seriously stinking. He takes a step forward and almost
trips over something that rolls away and clangs into something else. Looking down, he sees
half a dozen empty bottles of whisky.

He glances up at Gibbs to find him looking at him, a defiant challenge in his eyes, clearly
expecting an argument. Tony doesn’t give him one.

“C’'mon...I"m beat, and you're drunk on your ass. Let’s go to bed,” Tony says.

Gibbs nods and then stumbles drunkenly straight into the coffee table. Tony grabs him, pulls
one arm over his shoulder, and walks him up the stairs towards the bedroom.

“Goin’ the wrong way,” Gibbs mumbles as Tony kicks the bedroom door open. Tony glances
inside and sees the bed is missing a mattress. “This way,” Gibbs says, pulling him towards
the bathroom.

Tony opens the bathroom door and sees the big mattress crammed into the tiny space, with a
couple of pillows and a blanket on top. There are empty bottles of Jack strewn all around.

Gibbs leans against the bathroom door, a mulish look in his eyes, and Tony is all too well
aware of just how much he hates showing any sign of vulnerability.

“Got something to say, Tony?" Gibbs demands belligerently.

“Yeah; let’s get some sleep.” Tony shrugs off his clothes, leaving them in an untidy heap in
the bathtub, and then he lies down on the mattress.

Gibbs looks down on him for along moment, and then suddenly he breaks into alow, deep
chuckle.



“What's so funny?’ Tony asks.

“I just finally got it,” Gibbs replies, holding onto the bathroom wall while he undresses. He
slings his clothes into the bathtub on top of Tony’s and gets under the blanket beside him.

Tony pulls him close, holding him tight, trying to ignore his painfully thin midriff and the
ribs he can feel beneath his fingers. Somehow, here, lying on a mattress in the bathroom
surrounded by empty whisky bottles, those ribs feel far worse than they did on the boat a few
hours ago. The context changes everything.

“You finally got what?" Tony murmurs into the hair that is thankfully growing back as soft
and silver as before.

“I finally got it into my thick skull that you aren’t going anywhere.”

Gibbs gives atired, defeated smile, and then he slings an arm around him, buries his face in
the crook of Tony’s neck, and falls fast asleep.

*

Gibbs dreams the helicopters and trucks didn’t come. He dreams he's lying beaten in the
sawdust with Walid standing over him, and that the FBI and NCIS don’t show up thistime.
Walid stakes him out on the ground, tying him down in the sawdust.

They make him watch as they herd Sam, Tony, Greg, Matt, and all the other fighters into the
pit and force them to kneel down, execution style, their foreheads touching the ground.

“You lost, Wolfman,” Walid tells him. There'sagun in his gloved hand, and he holds it
against Sam'’s head and pulls the trigger. Sam’ s head explodes, and he falls forward, his
blood staining the sawdust.

“NOI!” Gibbs howls, but it’s pointless. He lost, and Walid has won.

A crowd of people gathers around, closing in on him. He can see Scott, Ellis, Tanner, Mac,
Frank, McGuire, Pete...all of them getting closer and closer, looming over him, looking
down on him.

Walid gives the gun to Scott, and he steps forward and places it against Tony’s head. Gibbs
struggles against the ropes tying him down, trying desperately to get free. “Don’t kill him!
Don’'t damn well kill him! Not Tony! No!”

Tony raises his head and looks straight at him. “Don’'t worry about me, Boss,” he says, with a
crooked little smile. “I’m not going anywhere.” Scott takes aim, pulls the trigger, and....

“Hey...it’s okay,” avoice says, and Gibbs wakes up, gasping for air, the scream dying in his
throat. Tony is leaning over him, stroking his hair gently. “That was one hell of a dream.
Y ou’ ve been whimpering for ages. | wasn’t sure whether to wake you up or not.”

“Wasn't adream,” Gibbs says gruffly, getting up and going over to the basin. He fills it with
water and splashes it over his face, shaking from the nightmare. He can still smell the



sawdust and feel it under his fingertips from where he was scrabbling to get free. He washes
his hands, scrubbing his fingernails to get rid of the sensation.

Then he crawls back onto the mattress, gets hold of Tony, and pulls him close, inhaling the
scent of his hair. Gibbs holds on tight until his shaking dies down. It wasn't real. Tony is
alive and well and safe in his arms right now.

“You have them alot?’ Tony asks. “The nightmares — is that why you sleep in here?’
“Every night,” hereplies. “Whisky helps. A bit. It's not why | sleep in here though.”
“Then why?’

Gibbs gives awry grunt of a laugh. “I have no idea.”

“I can see why you kept me out.” Tony strokes a hand through his hair. It feels good. It
reminds Gibbs of his mom. “Nightmares, drinking too much, not esting enough, sleeping in
here...anything else | should know about?’

“Yeah. | can't go into the basement,” Gibbs replies honestly, looking at Tony in the small,
dark room. Being in this enclosed space reminds him of the intimacy of their time in the stall,
and it’s easier to open up and talk in here, like he did back there. Tony continues stroking his
hair gently. “Can’'t stand the smell of the sawdust.” Gibbs shudders. “Threw up in there when
| first got home.”

“No wonder you had to return to work so soon. That basement is your sanctuary, your den;
it'swhere you go to lie low, lick your wounds, and heal yourself. We'll find away to get it
back.”

“Yeah?" Gibbs says hopefully. He hasn’'t been able to do that for himself because he can’'t
stand to be down there, but maybe Tony can find a way.

“Yes.” Tony kisses his mouth firmly. “I promise.”

*

They wake up late the next day, and after aleisurely lovemaking session they finally crawl
off the mattress, take a shower together, and get dressed. Tony doesn’t want to put his suit
back on again, so Gibbs throws him a pair of his sweatpants and a tee shirt to wear.

Tony raids Gibbs's fridge and cupboards and manages to find enough ingredients for a good
brunch, determined to get some flesh back on Gibbs's bones. He watches Gibbs eat, noticing
that he manages a little, but not as much as he'd like.

“Not good?’ He gestures with his fork at the plate of eggs, bacon and sausages in front of
Gibbs.

“Tasteslike...” Gibbs hesitates. “ Sawdust.” He grimaces. “Y ou gonna kick my ass about it?’
He gives a questioning little grin, and for the first time Tony gets the sense that Gibbs finally



sees them as equals. He's so used to being the onein charge that he hasn’t found this process
easy, but he's getting there now.

“Nope.” Tony shakes his head. “You’ll get your sense of taste back eventually, but | figure
it’ll taketime. | can wait. I’m avery patient man, Jethro.”

“You are? Since when?’ Gibbs asks incredulously.

“I’ve been waiting patiently for you for ten years,” Tony points out, stealing an uneaten
sausage from Gibbs's plate. Gibbs hasto cede that point to him.

After brunch they clean the place, throwing out the food containers and piling up the bottles
in abox to take for recycling.

“I’m going to go home, get afew clothes,” Tony tells Gibbs when they’ ve finished.
“Y ou moving in now, DiNozzo?" Gibbs raises an eyebrow.
“Makes sense until we've figured a few things out,” Tony replies with a shrug. “That okay?’

Gibbs's answering smile makes it clear it is. Tony returns home and packs up a couple of
suitcases of clothes. An idea occursto him, and he grabs his iPod and decides to stop off at
the mall on hisway back to Gibbs's place.

He finishes up and glances around his apartment. He' s only brought enough for afew days,
but somehow he knows he won’t be coming back to live here again. Eventually, he'll move
the rest of his stuff over. He's been in love with this man for ten years, and he meant what he
said. He' s not going anywhere; he’s with Gibbs to stay.

He returns to Gibbs's house a couple of hours later, with his TV and DVD player aswell as
the suitcases and his shopping. Gibbs is out taking the bottles for recycling, so Tony ordersin
Chinese, Indian and Mexican food for dinner, as well as pizza, just to cover all his bases.

Then he goes down into the basement to set up what he has planned.

Gibbs returns home half an hour later, almost tripping over the suitcases in the hall. “I
thought you said afew clothes?’ he says, looking bemused.

“Oh, these are just enough for afew days. I’ ve got two more closets full at home!” Tony tells
him cheerfully.

“Why does anyone need this many clothes?’ Gibbs demands, as they fill up the closet in his
bedroom to bursting point.

“Because some of us actually like to dress nicely,” Tony tells him, with a pointed look at his
baggy old NIS sweatshirt. He remembers Jan telling him how she reformed Sam’s wardrobe,
one item at atime, and decides to do the same with Gibbs. The man is far too good-looking to
hide under those cheap, shapeless clothes.



The food arrives, and Gibbs stares at the vast quantity in disbelief. “Are we expecting
company?’

Tony grins. “Nah...| just figured that if | give you enough options there' |l be something here
you want to eat.”

“You're my mom now?’ Gibbsrolls his eyes.
“Mom, dad, insanely handsome boyfriend...l don’'t give a damn as long as you eat.”
“Insanely handsome?’ Gibbs raises an amused eyebrow, and Tony laughs.

They sit down on the couch with the massive array of take-out in front of them, and Tony
notesthat his strategy is working, and Gibbs picks a little from all food choices, eating more
than Tony suspects he’s done in weeks.

They watch a movie, and then Tony gets up and goes down to the basement for afew minutes
to get it ready, before returning to the living room. “C mon. Time for bed.” He holds out his
hand.

Gibbs sighs. “I know the way upstairs, Tony.”

“Y eah, but we're not going upstairs,” Tony says quietly. “C’mon, Jethro. Trust me.”

*

Gibbs allows Tony to haul him to his feet and lead him along the hallway to the basement.

He' s already figured out that’s where they’ re going, but he has no ideawhat Tony has in store
for him. He stiffens as he gets to the doorway. He' s getting used to Tony seeing him so
vulnerable, but he really doesn't like the idea of throwing up in front of him.

“S okay,” Tony says, pushing the basement door open. “Just trust me.”

He leads Gibbs into the room, and Gibbs pauses at the top of the stairs, stunned. The entire
basement is decked out with lit candles, glowing prettily in the dark. Down below, where the
boat used to be, is a soft pile of sawdust, and on top of that is a mattress, complete with fresh
pillows and blankets.

“I thought we could try making love down here; it might be a good distraction,” Tony says,
leading him down the stairs. “The mattress is from the guest room, so if it doesn't work, or
you don't want to stay here, then we can just go back upstairs to the bathroom to sleep. No
pressure. Take it in your own time.”

Gibbs stops at the bottom of the stairs, hesitating. “Feel like adamn idiot,” he mutters.
“Stupid to feel like throwing up because of the smell of sawdust.”

“Actually, scent isthe single strongest prompt for memory,” Tony says. “Read it in a porno
mag once. See — some of us do read them for the interesting articles.” He winks and holds out
his hand. Gibbs takes it and allows Tony to draw him over to the centre of the room. “One
more thing.” Tony takes an iPod out of his pocket and plugs it into the set of speakerson



Gibbs' s workbench. He presses a button, and a familiar song starts playing softly in the
candlelit room.

Tony holds out his hand. “Wanna dance?’ he says with agrin. “They’re playing our song,
Jethro.”

Gibbs gives a little laugh, shaking his head wryly; only Tony could think up something like
this.

“Don't know much about history, don't know much biology, don't know much about a science
book, don't know much about the French | took. But | do know that | love you, and | know
that if you love me too what a wonderful world this would be,” Sam Cooke croons from the
iPod.

“You think I’'m looking at this the wrong way?’ Gibbs asks as he takes Tony’s hand.

“Actually, no.” Tony pulls him in close, and they start dowly swaying around the roomin
time to the music. “| think you're starting to look at it the right way, Jethro.”

He kisses Gibbs's lips gently, nuzzling into him, and Gibbs rests his hands on Tony’ s butt
and triesto relax and forget about the smell of sawdust. Somehow, the smell doesn’t seem as
bad now, and he finds he can ignore it while Tony is holding him.

They dance for the duration of the song, the candles flickering around them, bathing them in
their soft glow. Tony alternates kissing him with crooning along to some of the lyrics, his
breath tickling Gibbs's neck.

When the song ends, Tony starts unbuttoning his shirt, kissing him repeatedly as he undresses
him. Gibbs returns the favour, undressing Tony in turn.

When they’re both naked, Tony gestures with his head to the mattress. “Want to try it?’
“So far, so good.” Gibbs nods, prepared to a least try.

Tony takes his hand, and they sink down on the mattress together. The scent of the sawdust
overwhelms him immediately, asit’s all around them, but this time Gibbs doesn't find
himself instantly back in the pit.

Tony’ s kisses keep him grounded in the here and now, anchoring him, demanding his
attention, and he explores Tony’ s body with his mouth and hands, focusing on it intently, the
way he always does when they’ re making love. He loves how responsive Tony is, how he
arches up into him, and how he moans and whimpers with pleasure, never holding anything
back, letting Gibbs know exactly what he likes.

The candles give Tony’' s skin a soft, dappled effect, and Gibbs loves the smooth sensation of
all that golden skin under his fingertips as he works hisway over Tony’ s body, claiming it
and making it his.

“Here.” Tony fishes out atube of lubricant from under the pillow and hands it to him. Gibbs
takesit, leans over him...and then stops. “Problem?’ Tony asks. “Want to go upstairs?’



“No.” Gibbs flips Tony over so that he's on top and hands him the lube. “Well, you said it
was good,” he mutters, gazing up at him expectantly.

Tony takes the lube with asmile. “Oh, it’s good, but are you sure?’

Gibbs nods, wordlessly. He doesn’t want to think about this too much; he just wantsto let go
and allow it to happen. He opens his legs as Tony leans over him, looking down on him.
There’ sahalo of candlelight around Tony’s head, and he looks...insanely handsome. Gibbs
grins at that thought and relaxes into the mattress.

Tony slides the tip of his lubed finger inside him, and Gibbs forces himself not to tense up. It
actually feels fine, and he opens up some more. Tony leans down and kisses him as he slides
his finger back and forth, getting into arhythm.

Gibbs's cock is hard and starting to leak; the sensation is exquisitely pleasurable, and he finds
himself wanting more. Tony pushes another finger inside him and continues to finger fuck
him while kissing him repeatedly at the same time. It feels so damn good that he opens up
even wider. Tony slides athird finger inside him, and Gibbs feels himself getting impatient.

“Get that hard cock of yoursinside me, DiN0zzo,” he growls at last, unsure he can hold on
much longer if Tony doesn’t get in him soon.

Tony laughs. “Damn, you' re bossy.”

“That’s never gonna change. Equals — yeah — but I’ m still me.” Gibbs grins up at him.

Tony lubricates his cock, and Gibbs watches, fascinated by the sight of Tony’s hand wrapped
around his cock, the head disappearing in and out of his fingers. Then Tony positions himself
between Gibbs' s thighs.

“Tell meif you want me to stop,” Tony says, before pushing in gently a little way.

There saburn, but it’s got a pleasurable edge. Gibbs lies back, relaxing as Tony pushesin
further, and allowing him in. It feels uncomfortable, and he gives a little grunt, feeling full
and stretched, and not entirely sure that he likes the sensation. Tony pauses, looking down on
him, and then takes hold of his hand and squeezes, before pushing in the rest of the way until
he's fully inside him. Gibbs gasps, trying to force his body to adjust to the intrusion.

Tony sgueezes his hand again. “Still with me?’

“Yeah. Just do it, Tony,” Gibbs says, from between gritted teeth.

Tony moves his hips alittle way back and then pushes in again, and Gibbs feels an explosion
of pleasure rocket through his nerve-endings.

“What the hell wasthat?’ he whispers, looking up at Tony, startled.
“Prostate.” Tony grins.

“Shit...that is nothing like how it feels during a doctor’s exam.”



Tony's grin widens. “Told you it was good!”

Gibbs releases along, shuddering breath. “Good? It’s...” He doesn’t finish that sentence
because Tony pushes in again and afirework display seemsto ignite in his senses.

Tony is looking far too smug as he thrusts in and out, gazing down on him with a knowing
little smile on his lips. Gibbs sinks deeply into the mattress, looking back up at him, enjoying
the little kisses that Tony drops on his mouth every so often.

It stopped being uncomfortable some time ago. Now every inward thrust just sends sparks
through his body, making his cock rigid with pleasure. He wraps his hand around it and
pumps it in time to Tony’s thrusts, losing himself in the sensation.

As he lies there, looking up at Tony, with the scent of sawdust all around him, Gibbs thinks
there’sa certain irony to the fact that he tried so hard to stop himself being fucked in the
sawdust back in the pit, only to end up on his back, surrounded by sawdust, being fucked

anyway.

Thisis nothing like the pit though. Thisis a special kind of intimacy, to be shared only with
someone he loves and who loves him in return. There are no gawking spectators and no threat
of death hanging over them; thereis just him and Tony, sharing something intensely private
and pleasurable.

Tony speeds up, and Gibbs is barely sure where that pleasure is coming from now asthe
nerve endings in his cock and his ass combine to create one big overload of sensation. It all
explodes at the same time, and he comes over his own fist and belly.

When he comes to, Tony is lying in an exhausted heap on top of him, his head angled to one
side on Gibbs's shoulder, gazing at him from gleaming green eyes.

“So, was | right, or was| right?’ he asks, looking as irritating as only a Tony DiNozzo who
has been proved right can be.

“Smart-ass.” Gibbs slaps the ass in question fondly.

Tony gives a happy, gurgling laugh and slowly pulls out of him. He gets up and goes around
the room, blowing out all the candles, and then he returns and drops down beside Gibbs on
the mattress. Gibbs pulls the blanket over them both, and they share another long, deep kiss.

“So, | wasthinking, | could make you a closet,” Gibbs murmurs sleepily. “For all those damn
clothes of yours.”

Tony smiles and snuggles in close against his chest, and Gibbs holds him tight as they both
fall asleep.

It’s dark in the basement without the candlelight, and when Tony wakes up a couple of hours
later he wonders where he is at first. Then he remembers; he' swrapped up in Gibbs' s arms,
where he belongs. The actual place doesn’t matter, as long as he’s with Gibbs.



He stretches out, luxuriating in the feel of Gibbs's firm body against his own. It'sbeen a
long, hard road to get here, but now he finally has this grey wolf tamed enough to lie quietly
beside him. Tony doesn’t kid himself that Gibbs will ever change; he'll always be stubborn,
grumpy, and ornery, aswell as loyal, brave, and protective, and Tony wouldn’'t want him any
other way. Gibbs is the sum of his parts, good and bad, and Tony knows he can’t have the
white wolf without the dark. He wouldn’t want that anyway.

He glances up and sees Gibbs' s blue eyes shining in the dark room.

“You awake?’ Tony whispers.

“Y eah. Y ou woke me up. You're thinking too loud.” Gibbs taps the back of hishead ina
mock head-slap. “What's going on in there?” Gibbs asks, stroking Tony’s hair where he just
tapped.

“Not much. | was just thinking about wolves,” Tony says, resting his chin on Gibbs's chest.
“You?

“I was thinking about fighting,” Gibbs replies.

Tony sits up alittle way, feeling uneasy.

Gibbs pulls him down. “Damn it, DiNozzo — you're letting in cold air.”

“Fighting?’ Tony rolls over onto his side, next to Gibbs, and gazes at him expectantly.

“Y eah. Been fighting along time, Tony. Fought my dad, fought my ex-wives, and fought
Walid. I’'m a stubborn bastard, and | never once gave in — until | fought you.”

Tony smiles. “Well, like said, | fight dirty.”

“So do |.” Gibbs grunts.

“Well, maybe this was one fight you didn’t want to win.”

“Y eah — against an opponent who refused to give up.”

“Couldn’t. Too much to lose,” Tony says softly. He trails his fingers over Gibbs's stomach,
enjoying the fact that nobody else on Earth could make this particular wolf roll over and
show them his belly. This old wolf is his, and Walid found out the hard way just how
dangerous a Tony DiNozzo in love can be.

“Think | finally met my match.” Gibbs strokes his hair again.

“Winner takes it all, huh?” Tony says with agrin, placing his hand possessively on Gibbs's
chest, over his heart.

Gibbs pulls him close and kisses him. “And the loser.”

*



He dreams he' s trotting through woodland, the moon dappling his grey coat. He feels strong
and sure-footed as he runs across the grass. He' s sleek, fit and muscled, and he has a mate by
hisside.

Tony runs with him, barefooted, just as strong and sleek as he is. They run through glades
and streams, laughing as the water splashes on Tony’ s bare feet, and Gibbs's paws.

They reach the edge of the woodland and pause. Over there, out on the flat, open grassland,
lies danger and darkness, but it’s a darkness Gibbs knows he has to face. He pads out slowly
from the safety of the trees and walks towards it.

He finds himself in a hollowed out pit and there is sawdust under his paws. Enclosing the pit
are bleachers; empty, silent, and eerie.

He stands there, in the middle of the pit, puts back his head, and howls at the moon.

Gibbs wakes up with astart. A couple of hours must have passed since their last
conversation, and Tony is fast asleep beside him. Gibbs gets off the mattress and goes
upstairs to use the bathroom. On his way back, he glances out of the window to see that
there' s a full moon shining outside.

He knows what he has to do. He goes back down into the basement and quietly gets dressed.
Then he crouches down beside Tony and nudges him awake.

“I have to go somewhere,” he says.

Tony sits up, his hair sticking up at a dozen different angles at once. “Y ou want meto
come?’

“Yes.” Gibbs doesn't hesitate. He' s done pushing Tony out. He needs him for this, and he
isn’t too proud to admit it.

Tony gets dressed, and they go out to the car together.

“Y ou know the way?’ Tony asks, and Gibbs nods, not even needing to question how Tony
knows where they’re going.

“Yeah, | looked in McGee's files when he was at lunch one day.”

The drive takes a couple of hours, and they arrive when the night is at its darkest, just before
dawn. There s nothing here, on this site where that last Fight Night was held, just open
grassland. Thereis still afaint smattering of sawdust though, showing where the pit once
was.

Gibbs parks beside the pit and gets out. Tony makes no move to join him; he understands that
there will always be a part of Gibbs that is a lone wolf and there are some things he must do
alone.

Gibbs goes over to where the pit once was and walks around it, scuffing the sawdust with his
boots. It looks so different now. There are no bleachers, or holding pens; no trucks or hotdog



vendors. There’'s no referee, no commentator, and no Walid, sitting up there on his throne,
playing at being an emperor. There is no Scott, looking down on him, and no Frank cheering
him on. There are no stable owners, biting their nails nervously as they watch their fighters
perform. There’ s no baying mob, crying out the name he was given in this place.

“Wolf-man! Wolf-man! Wolf-man!”

Gibbs prowls around the outside of the pit, remembering how it felt to sand here, just before
afight, the adrenaline making his heart pump fast. He remembers stepping out into the pit,
and the roar of the crowd.

“Wolf-man! Wolf-man! Wolf-man!”

He remembers how much a part of him enjoyed it, even while another part of him hated it. He
remembers feeding that part that enjoyed it, in order to survive.

He is both dark and light wolf, like everyone else. They are both inside him, and he needs
them both. He hugs them both close as he walks around the pit. They kept him alive out here.
The dark wolf helped him find the anger to fight and gave him that killer instinct that helped
him win, while the light wolf reminded him what it’s like to love and gave him something to
fight for instead of against.

He pads out into the middle of the pit, remembering that final Fight Night with the rain
pouring down and the helicopters flying in.

He remembers other Fight Nightstoo; his first one, when he didn’'t know what hell awaited
him; and the Fight Night when they threw Tony into the pit against him.

He remembers Steve being murdered that night, and he bows his head in remembrance of all
the fallen: Ben, Brian, Rajul, and all the many others whose names he doesn’t know. So many
lives so pointlessly sacrificed. He grieves for them all.

Then he remembers the things he did because he had no choice if he wanted to stay alive and
keep others alive. He allows himself to feel the great sense of guilt and shame that he’s been
carrying around inside. That opens up the floodgates and other emotions rush in, demanding
to be felt too: pain, sadness, grief, terror, shock, confusion, anger, and hatred, all crowding in.

He falls to his knees, throws back his head, and howls at the moon, giving cry to al his
anguish. A terrible happened to him and right here is where he must face it. They captured
him, beat him, abused him, and forced him to commit acts that went against his nature. They
stole a part of his soul and kept it captive until Tony came along and freed it.

His howls turn into wrenching sobs, and he cries for along time, his body shaking.
Then it’s over. He' sdone. Spent. He's fought his last battle in this pit.
He hears a sound behind him and then Tony appears. He sits down in the sawdust beside

Gibbs and puts an arm around his shoulders. It’s cold, but Tony warms him, and they sit there
quietly for along time.



“I was an angry kid who lost his mom,” Gibbs says eventually, looking straight ahead. “I
became an angry man who lost his wife and daughter. I’ ve been angry too long. It kept me
from living. It pushed away the people | loved. My dad, my ex-wives...you.”

The pit was his catharsis. I1t’s where he got that anger out, punching away at faceless
strangers in place of old enemies, over and over again.

“I don’'t want to be angry anymore.” He glances at Tony, who is gazing at him silently. Tony
nods, understanding him, the way he always has.

What happened here changed him. He tried to pretend it didn’'t and carry on as usual because
he didn't know how to handle it, but he won’'t do that anymore.

“You'll have to lead the team for awhile,” Gibbs continues. “I’ll go and see Fornell next
week. There’'salot to tell him. Might take some time.”

“Sure,” Tony says quietly. “Take as long as you need.”

“And | have other people to see. Brian spoke about his father, and Ben had awife and a
couple of kids.”

“I’ll come with you, if you want?” Tony offers, and Gibbs nods, wondering why it’s always
been so hard for him to accept help before. It seems so easy now.

They sit there together, watching the first faint rays of dawn painting the horizon arosy pink,
and Gibbs thinks that it really is a wonderful world.

Heturnsto Tony. “Let’s go home,” he says.

TheEnd
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