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Hellion

 

By Rhys Ford

415 Ink: Book Three

 

From the moment SFPD Detective Ruan Nicholls meets Ivo Rogers, he knows the tattoo artist is going to bring chaos to his neat, orderly life. A hellion down to the bone, Ivo is someone Ruan not only doesn’t understand, he’s not even sure he needs to. Everything about Ivo is vibrant, brash, cocky, and arrogant, and Ruan wants no part of him.

Or at least that’s the lie he tells himself when he damps down his desire for the social wild child life tosses into his path.

For Ivo Rogers, life revolves around two things—his family and 415 Ink, the tattoo shop he co-owns with his four brothers. His family might be stitched together by their battle scars from growing up in foster care, but their brotherhood is tight—and strong enough to hold Ivo together during the times when he falls apart.

Now Ivo faces a new challenge when he falls for a cop with an old-school mentality on how a man looks and acts. Ruan is the promise of a life Ivo thought he’d never have, but their clashing perspectives threaten any chance of a relationship. Being the family’s hellion makes it easy to be misunderstood, yet Ivo has faith Ruan will not only embrace who he is but love him as well.




One

 

 

BLOOD HID most of Ivo’s knuckles, bits of skin peeling up from his aching joints. His left ring finger hurt every time he tried to flex it, a sure sign he’d popped or broken it. He didn’t dare check the straps of his glittering red heels. Taking his eyes off the brawny man he’d beaten to the ground moments before would be a bad idea, especially since the guy was probably aching to continue the fight.

But then, the whole evening had been one bad idea after another, and from the looks on the cops’ faces, Ivo wasn’t going to make any good ones any time soon.

“Fuck them.” It felt good to fling that at the cops, even under his breath. The police were one step above CPS workers in his book, unthinking machines who only cared about following rules regardless of right or wrong. Bear didn’t share his opinion. His older brother…. “Shit. Fucking hell. Bear.”

Barrett “Bear” Jackson was one of the gentlest men Ivo knew. He’d given up so much of his own life to make a home for Ivo and the rest of their band of brothers, battling with the courts to bring them all home while he built up a tattoo shop and taught them how to be better men along the way.

At seventeen, Ivo knew he was going to follow in Bear’s footsteps and one day sit in the shop’s stalls, inking his art under someone’s skin. People were going to seek him out, want his art on them, and pay him for it. He’d respect everyone who came through the shop’s door, no matter what they wanted—from a tiny heart on an ankle to a full back piece—because every drop of ink was important to the person getting their tattoo, no matter what Ivo thought of it. That was rule number one at 415 Ink. There were a lot of rules, changeable ones if he could make a good enough argument, but that was the one immutable law for everyone who sat down at the stalls.

Well, that and not to be an asshole. Ivo was having a really hard time with that one, but so did his brothers, Gus and Mace, so he figured he’d have some leeway where that was concerned.

Except for right now, because the cops were still circling and Ivo wasn’t exactly feeling like they were going to come down on his side.

Not with him wearing red glittering fuck-me heels, a plaid Catholic-schoolgirl skirt, and a white button-up shirt he’d stolen from Mace’s closet.

He’d been left next to one of the patrol cars and told to stay there by a cop who looked a lot like the guy he’d beaten up. There were no questions, just orders given by a broad-bellied, grizzled older man wearing a shiny badge. So he sat, fuming and shaking his hands, wondering how long of a silent treatment Bear would give him before his older brother found the words to dig into Ivo’s guilt and serve it back up to him.

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know it would taste like hot, steaming shit, because that’s exactly what Ivo felt like at the moment—not that he was going to give the cops any satisfaction by showing it.

A fight was the last thing Ivo expected when he climbed out of Lucas’s bedroom window. Now that he thought about it, he probably could have just slipped out the front door instead, but there was something thrilling about sneaking out, especially wearing what he’d gone out with. As one of Ivo’s four older brothers, Luke was the most law-abiding, so using his window was the cherry on top of the whole sneaking-out sundae.

The area showed signs of gentrification, but there were still rough edges, dark places too dangerous for a seventeen-year-old boy in high heels to wander about… or at least that’s what people told him. Ivo didn’t share that opinion, at least not until tonight. He came down to dance, to lose himself in the thumping beat too loud to hear but strong enough to feel in his bones.

Ivo knew all of the cracks and crevices in the neighborhood. There were hidden places, sealed-up rooms where men did things to each other that he’d seen up close in some of the foster homes he’d been placed in. He hadn’t wanted that done to him then. He didn’t want it now. Some of the people he partied with liked their sex as rough and hard as it could get, and he was okay with that. They were adults, consenting and with free will.

Tonight wasn’t about that. Tonight he skirted too close to the edge of being on his knees, skin ground down into broken glass and his jaw cracked wide open to swallow another man’s dick.

And it wasn’t his idea to be there.

The heels were a bit loose, but it was the first time they fit well enough for Ivo to wear them out. Knowing he wouldn’t catch shit for what he was wearing but instead for going out so late, he’d slipped out of the rambling, stitched-together Craftsman that Bear bought cheap off a foreclosure and went out into the night, needing to wash the week off his skin with a bit of beer and a lot of music.

Most of the places he liked to go were easy to find, but there was one place—Rosie’s—where a million people could walk past the front door and never know they were going by one of the fiercest dance clubs in San Francisco. A locked black steel door with a window slot kept the world out during the week, but on Friday and Saturday nights, a large, silent man stood behind that window, sliding open the tiny door if someone knocked. As far as Ivo knew, no one was ever turned away, or maybe it was just him, because after he’d been taken there once by a casual friend he knew from school, that ratty metal black door always opened for him when he knocked.

Just like it had tonight.

He’d danced a lot longer than he wanted, and when Ivo finally tumbled outside, the rain-soaked streets were deserted, a wind sweeping through the back alleys and kicking up swirls of paper and garbage over the wet asphalt. Somewhere nearby, a taco shop was open, and his stomach growled when he caught a hint of grilled, lime-marinated beef through the stink of the dirty rain. Trusting his nose to lead him to food, he took one wrong turn and found himself staring down one of his worst nightmares—a man who wouldn’t take no for an answer.

Ivo was debating his chances of making a break for it when one of the cops detached from the growing crowd of people standing on the street corner. His uniform fit snugly across his shoulders and chest, clinging to his thighs as he walked, the dark fabric eating up the light from the lamp that stretched out over the street. The man was maybe ten years older than Ivo, but his dark hair glistened with flecks of silver, gilded metal woven through the darker strands. He approached with purpose, his eyes pinning Ivo in place. There’d be no walking away from the scene. Not now. The man coming toward the patrol car Ivo leaned against walked with a steady purpose—not the kind of man who would take any shit from anyone.

He also possessed a rugged attractiveness that Ivo hated himself for noticing. It was one thing to notice a cop was good-looking, but it was something else to wonder what the guy tasted like.

Especially since he was skirting under the legal line and the cop probably wasn’t into guys wearing heels and makeup.

“Ivo?” The cop glanced at the notebook in his hand as he called out Ivo’s name. Points for the cop for getting the pronunciation right. “That how you say it?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

A nod was all the cop was going to get, but Ivo hitched himself up onto the squad car, mostly to ease the pressure on his strained ankle. The skirt rode up a bit and he tugged down the hem, trying not to expose too much of his thigh. It was a losing battle. Whoever wore the skirt first obviously didn’t give a shit about her school’s rules and hemmed the damned thing up as far as she could go. And since Ivo’s legs were more than likely longer than hers had been, sitting down in it bordered on obscene if he didn’t arrange the pleats correctly.

The cop didn’t so much as flinch. He simply stood there, waiting for Ivo to get settled before he continued.

“I’m Officer Nicholls. I’m going to take your statement. You need someone to look at those hands?” That was not what Ivo expected to come out of the cop’s mouth. The night hugged him, washing out the color of his eyes and hair, but it couldn’t take away the rough heat of his silky voice or the slight crook in his nose. The imperfection took his face from classically handsome to gorgeous—a masculine beauty made pretty by full lips and long lashes. He wore a street-weariness on his shoulders, as easy of a fit to his body as his police uniform. “EMTs will be here in a couple of minutes. I want them to take a good look at you when they get here.”

“Hands are fine,” Ivo grunted, shifting his position on the hood. “I don’t need anyone poking at me.”

“Not talking about your hands so much as your face. He got you good on your jaw.” The cop nodded down toward Ivo’s lap. “I’m going to have to take a picture of your injuries. I want to do that before the EMTs get ahold of you and wash you off.”

“Told you I don’t want—”

“They’re going to document your injuries for my report. You don’t have a choice on that. Might as well have them look at you.” He jerked his thumb toward the other side of the street. “They’re going to look at him too. I need both sides of the story, but since he’s finding it a little hard to talk with his teeth in his throat, I want to hear what you’ve got to say. Start from the beginning. Where were you coming from?”

It took Ivo all he had in him not to look at the closed black door to the right of him, but the cop spotted something, because Nicholls immediately glanced at the dance club’s tucked-away entrance.

“Rosie’s?” Nicholls’s attention returned to his notebook, but there was a hint of a smile on his lips. “You’re kind of young for that crowd. And for what they serve there too.”

“I didn’t drink,” Ivo said, leaning forward toward the cop. Huffing air out of his lungs, he breathed on Nicholls’s cheek. “Smell. Nothing but water. Need me to breathe into a tube? I’ll do that too.”

“Trust me. I’ve already signed you up for it. What time did you leave?”

“About forty minutes ago. I needed to catch the last bus home, so I was watching the time.” A bank clock ticked off in the far distance and Ivo groaned. It was too late now to catch anything but the shit he deserved to get from Bear.

“Your parents know you’re out?” Another glance up, but this time the cop’s eyes were softer, holding a bit of concern. “Or are you at home? Are you someplace safe? When we’re done here, can I take you someplace that’s safe, because if not, I will find somewhere for you to go.”

It was a valid question. Even in as liberal of a city as San Francisco, it was the kind of question Ivo would ask any other boy dressed up in heels and a skirt found on the streets at oh-dark-early in the morning. He knew too many guys who’d been rolled out of their houses, wearing bruises from fists that once wiped chocolate from their faces and tucked blankets up against their chins at night. For some families, it didn’t take a lot—a single confession, whispered across a table, and moments later there was blood and spit where once there’d been a pork chop on a dinner plate. Too many of his casual friends went from worrying about a chemistry-test score to scrambling to make money, no longer virgins and no longer caring, desperate to find someplace warm to sleep on a rainy night and enough cash to fill their bellies.

And sometimes their veins.

It wasn’t a lifestyle. No matter how hard people tried to put a spin on it, struggling to live wasn’t a choice, and numbing your brain while doing so sometimes was all a guy could do in order to survive the battle one more day.

Ivo knew all of those things, and he never once forgot how fucking lucky he was to have Bear, Mace, Luke, and Gus at his back.

Even though it seemed like he couldn’t stop making really shitty life choices while trying to find out exactly who he was.

“No, I’m good. I live with my brothers. They know I dress like this.” He grinned at the cop’s skeptical grimace. “But when you drop me off at my house, could you maybe just leave me at the curb? I don’t want them to know what happened tonight.”

“You’re not exactly convincing me that I’m going to leave you someplace safe when you’re saying that,” the cop warned, his voice going to a thick honey rumble that filled the crevices of Ivo’s pissiness, soothing away some of the sting along his pride. “Want to tell me why you don’t want me talking to your family? Is someone going to hurt you?”

“Hurt me? Oh fuck no,” Ivo replied, shaking his head. “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about that guy who tried to stick his dick in my mouth. Because if my brothers find out what he tried to pull on me, they’re going to kill him. Really slowly. And enjoy doing it.”

 

 

THE KID was dangerous.

Ivo Rogers was the kind of trouble Ruan figured God threw into his path to test his resolve. With a shock of dirty-blond hair, angelic face, and youthful, muscular body, the kid looked exactly like what Ruan figured Lucifer looked like, minus the wings. Not only was he hideously underaged—despite his ID promising Ivo Rogers would be eighteen in a few weeks—he was also stomping over every gender norm Ruan knew, donning a naughty schoolgirl outfit over his sculpted masculine body and embellishing the whole thing with a pair of red, sequined hooker shoes to stretch out his already too-long, too-tanned bare legs.

Better to take the tempting male Lolita back home and close the door on him. But damn, the kid made Ruan feel… old.

He never knew what it was like to not hide his attraction to men. The world had shifted around him, promising Ruan it was okay to come out of the shadows, that no one would take a swing at him or condemn him to hell for loving another man. But it was nights like tonight when Ruan once again learned those declarations of tolerances were only glittering wrapping paper masking a bundle of lies.

The call came over in a crackle of concern from dispatch, alerting the night shift of a disturbance near an underground dance club Ruan’d gone to a couple of times. It was a problem area, made more so by the men who stalked the exit, looking to score a blow job or more from any inebriated single guys stumbling out of the back exit late at night. The alleyway a few feet away was a haven of shadows and silence for some kids to make a quick buck, but he’d answered more than one call reporting an assault, and once in a great while, something even worse.

When the description of a man beaten nearly half to death close to the club came over the radio, Ruan’s heart sank. The last thing he wanted to see that night was the inside of an ER after dragging yet another young man to the hospital to be patched back together. Responding to the call, he’d braced himself to go through another heart-wrenching trip down to a pool of uncaring doctors while dragging a war-weary veteran off the dirty streets.

Instead, he found Lucifer dressed in a plaid skirt with moonlight-gray eyes and a wicked-as-sin grin.

“Okay, let’s deal with your brothers later. How about if you tell me what that guy over there did? We can go from there,” Ruan said, taking a quick look over his shoulder as an ambulance worked through the line of cop cars blocking the street. “Then after I grab some shots of your hands and face, the EMTs will patch you up so I can take you home.”

“You’re not going to take me in for kicking that guy’s ass?” The kid tilted his head back as he tugged down at the hem of the miniskirt he barely wore to cover his lean thighs. “How do you know I didn’t start it?”

“Because the guy who called it in saw the guy grab your hair from behind and try to drag you back into the alley. Now, maybe the story from the two of you would be he-said, he-said but I don’t think Mr. Watanabe really gives a shit about anything other than not getting blood on his sidewalk. I hear it’s a bitch to wash off, even with all the rain. Start talking, kid, so I can get you home before Prince Charming comes along to see if a glass slipper fits that hoof you call a foot.”

The story Ivo spun out wasn’t filled out with bragging or long tales of how he punched and fought his way clear of a man’s choking grasp. He kept it as lean as he could, forcing Ruan to draw out the details of the assault and prolong their conversation. By the time Ruan got the full story, Ivo’s knuckles were fully crusted over with dried blood, the bruise on his cheek and jaw had bloomed to a rich deep purple, and one of the kid’s heel straps was straining to hold in a swelling ankle.

And when the kid swung his leg, striking his heel against the squad car’s tire, he visibly flinched in pain.

“Okay, so let’s go over this again. He came up from behind you and grabbed your hair. Did you see him in the club before? Have any interaction with him earlier?” Another ambulance was arriving, pushing through the line. From the corner of his eye, Ruan spotted an EMT pulling a gurney from the back of the bus. “And keep in mind, I’m not putting blame on anyone here. I’m just trying to get an idea of what happened and how you got there.”

“Yeah, he was inside, but he didn’t come over. Only reason I knew his face was because he told the bar guy he’d pay for my drink. Since I don’t drink….” The kid shrugged. “He didn’t seem pissed off about it. I didn’t care. I was only there to grab some water, then head back out.”

“But you remembered him?”

“Dude, I’m over six feet tall without the heels. You don’t think I’m going to remember a guy taller than me pushing up against a bar?” Ivo spat back at him with a sly smile. “He was taller than everyone around him, so I got a real good look at his face.”

“And you recall faces well?” Ruan pressed. He knew how hard it was to see in a club, despite the flood of lights flashing about, so recognizing someone again outside of that environment was something he always questioned.

“I’m an artist and I’m apprenticing at my family’s shop. Portraiture is in my wheelhouse. I mean, I’m not as good as my brother Gus, but I’m pretty decent. I know faces. People have planes and angles. Everyone looks different. Not hard to spot those differences if you know what you’re looking for.” The kid stiffened, and Ruan saw an EMT heading over from the second ambulance. “I don’t want those guys touching me, okay? I can get cleaned up and shit at home.”

“So long as you let me document your injuries and sign a waiver, it’ll be okay.” Ruan hissed. “Well, no, I’ve got to get your guardian to sign off. You’re still a kid. Law’s pretty hard on that.”

“Great, so you have to wake Bear up?” Ivo huffed. “I kind of wanted to slide by with this. He’s going to make me mop the shop floor five times a day for sneaking out.”

“Should have thought about that before you put on those heels, then,” Ruan admonished, smothering a laugh when Ivo casually flipped him off. “Let me grab an ice pack at least for that ankle. Why do you wear those things if you can’t walk in them?”

Despite all the times he’d been in a church, Ruan never once thought he was in the presence of someone touched by grace. Right then, under the flashing lights of the nearby ambulances, Ruan saw a bit of heaven in the face of the complicated young man sitting on the SFPD squad car. His beauty was unmistakable—pure enough to be captured in marble or immortalized in the stained-glass window of an ancient cathedral. Intrigued, Ruan was enraptured by Ivo’s expression, a curious blend of innocence, wisdom, and resolute strength.

If it weren’t so ironic, Ruan would have laughed at the idea of a kid teaching him about the world, but there they were, standing on a bloodied street while a crowd milled about in the light rain. He should have been witnessing that moment in someplace holy, a grotto or blessed nave where saints once walked. That or he was watching a kid’s fall from grace, right before he delivered Ruan into his own personal hell.

Either way, Ivo Rogers had something inside of him, something strong driving him to be more than what Ruan could see, and it burned from within—a bright, hard light flaring up from Ivo’s soul.

“Because I promised someone one day I’d dance in them for him,” Ivo whispered, his face going pale beneath the odd glow from the streetlamp. “Tonight was that night, and I wasn’t going to let any fucking asshole who thinks his dick is a gift from God stop me. Not tonight. Not ever.”




Two

 

 

“I AM very sorry for your loss.” The words seemed automatic, but the man who spoke them was as sincere as a finely drawn line. “Or at least, I hope this gives you some peace.”

It was his cop at the door.

There were two of them—both cops, Ivo supposed, but only one of them mattered.

The one who’d taken him home one early morning a long time ago and maybe even stolen a bit of Ivo’s heart with him when he walked away.

It was stupid. Ivo knew exactly how stupid it was to carry a torch for someone he’d only spoken to for a couple of hours. It was the kind of romantic nonsense he loved to find in books and movies, holed up in the darkness of his room, curled up on his ugly-but-comfortable love seat while a story of two lovers played out in front of him on pages or a flickering screen. He loved happy endings. He loved seeing an old couple shuffle through a farmers’ market, holding hands and bickering about the ripeness of a melon.

He’d been too young, and even as deep of a romantic as he was, Ivo knew that cop was part of his past—a shimmering, slightly sarcastic but firm masculine presence his heart skipped a beat for.

The cop—now Detective Ruan Nicholls—was older but as sizzling hot as he’d been that night. Nearly seven years older, but while there were a few crow’s-feet around his light green eyes and more silver in his deep brown hair, the passing days had stolen some of the innocence from his face, layering his handsome features with a breathtaking ruggedness Ivo felt down into his bones.

It also didn’t seem like the cop remembered him at all. There was no sense of recognition in his too-sharp, knowing gaze, and after Mace introduced himself, Nicholls’s focus was solely on Ivo’s older brother. Mace grabbed at Ivo’s wrist, pulling him back a step.

“I don’t know if you want to have this conversation in front of your boyfriend,” Nicholls said gruffly, his eyes flicking over to Ivo. “When I called your station to see if you were on shift, I spoke to a guy named Montenegro, who told me you’re up here, but he didn’t tell me you had company. I don’t want to take up too much of your time, but if you want this done in private—”

“My boyfriend?” Mace looked confused, then shook his head, finally catching the detective’s meaning. “No, that’s my brother Ivo. Do you want to come inside? Is everything okay? My other brothers are down at the shop. Well, two of them are, but Luke… shit, did something happen to Luke?”

Ivo’s heart sank, suddenly startled back to reality. A cop showing up on their doorstep meant nothing good, and he should’ve remembered that. “Let’s go. I’ll get the car keys.”

He stopped when the cop shook his head, murmuring about coming inside for a moment. Mace moved aside to usher the detective in, but only Nicholls stepped over the threshold, standing near the open door. Their dog, Earl, crept around the foyer, his head and shoulders down as he bumped the back of Ivo’s legs, sniffing at the detective’s legs, then deciding the cop was a friend, set his tail to a high-paced wag. The other cop on the stoop excused himself, drawn back to the nondescript sedan parked at the curb by a crackle from the radio set loud enough to hear through the open window.

“Anything you need to say, you can say in front of Ivo too,” Mace finally said, closing the front door. With the click of the latch, the air in the foyer grew hot and tight in Ivo’s lungs and he needed to step back, giving himself some distance away from the detective’s overwhelming presence.

“Your brothers are fine. This is about your father. Your case was transferred to me a couple of hours ago. I work homicide.” Nicholls’s husky voice grew deeper with sympathy. “I know your situation is complicated, and I wanted to reach out to you in person, a personal courtesy to someone who works the line.”

There were other words coming out of his mouth, but Ivo was having a hard time focusing on what he was saying. Perhaps it was the gloomy weather outside in the darkness that clung to him, but that night rose back up and Ivo remembered when the blood lingered on the edge of his tongue and he was still shaking with adrenaline and repressed fear. It was as if it were just yesterday he sat on a cop car’s fender and let the honey, rough tone of the man’s voice roll over him, those beautiful, thick-lashed green eyes flicking down to Ivo’s sequined shoes, then back up to his face, his expression one of worry and concern instead of judgment.

The strength in his whipcord-lean body shone through in his confident movement, his muscular frame dressed in an expensive peacoat and worn Levi’s, more than a dash of irreverence toward his authority in the pair of beat-up cowboy boots on his feet. Even without the badge he’d flashed, Ruan Nicholls wouldn’t have been mistaken for anything but a cop. He saw everything, leaping to an assumption about Ivo being Mace’s boyfriend, then his stance adjusting as Mace corrected him, calling Ivo out as his brother.

The front hall seemed too small for the cop, which seemed silly because it was massive, large enough for all five brothers to work on its banister and crown molding all at the same time. Or maybe the air was just too hot, too tight with tension as Mace stood frozen in place, learning that death had come for the monster who raised him.

“If you need anything or if you have any questions, here’s my card.” The detective held out an SFPD business card embossed with the police department’s shield and his contact information. “I doubt his partner in crime is going to stick around, but if you do see him, call me right away. I have your phone number from the report, so I’ll let you know how the case is going in a couple of days. Until then, don’t be afraid to call, and with any luck, the next time you hear from me, it’ll be because I caught him.”

“Thanks… I—” Mace rubbed at his face, then sighed. “Shit, I don’t even know what to think here.”

“I’m serious. I’d like you to call me at any time you need me,” Nicholls rumbled, pressing the business card into Mace’s hand. “And if you feel the need to go down to the morgue, please let me know. I’ll be there with you.”

“I’m not even sure how I should feel.” Ivo’s burly firefighter of a brother sounded shell-shocked, and started when Ivo placed a hand on his back. “Kind of sick to my stomach I guess.”

“Your dad shot you, Mace. And now the cops are here to tell you someone killed him. It’s okay to be sick to your stomach,” Ivo remarked softly, rubbing at his brother’s shoulder. Mace always seemed so strong, an unmovable piece of granite in Ivo’s life, but he knew better. The second-oldest brother spent a lifetime building an impenetrable wall around his gentle soul, armoring himself against the slings and arrows of a cruel world. “I’m going to call the others. We should—”

“Let me do it. I think I need to hear Bear right now,” Mace murmured, flicking his fingernail against the edge of the card. “Ivo, can you…?”

“Yeah, I’ll take care of it. Go call Bear.” Ivo took the mangled card from Mace’s hand. “I’ll get ahold of Gus and Luke. Go on.”

Nicholls waited until Mace mumbled out a thank-you, then padded away toward the family room. There wouldn’t be any question about closing 415 Ink or getting someone to cover. One of their own had taken a hit, and the five of them—six now, since Gus and Rey Montenegro were together—would gather around, shoring Mace up. As he pondered about calling Rob, the young tattoo artist Mace was falling in love with, Ivo realized he still had the cop to deal with.

It was hard to lust after a guy when his heart was breaking for his older brother, but apparently Ivo’s desires could multitask, because the need to slake his thirst for Nicholls’s mouth nearly overrode his reason.

“This want-take-have shit I’ve got going on in my head is really not healthy,” Ivo muttered to himself, circling Nicholls to get to the front door. His fingers were almost closed over the knob when the cop leaned his shoulder against the door, his weight wedging it against the frame. “Um, thanks for coming. I—”

“I remember you,” the detective drawled. “Seems like you’re okay. What about your brother? Is he going to be okay?”

“He’ll be fine. The family will take care of him,” Ivo replied softly. “We take care of each other, come hell or high water.”

“Good. That’s what my gut told me that night when that big guy who answered the door hugged the shit out of you when I brought you home. Although I’m pretty sure he probably yelled at you too.” Up close, Nicholls smelled fantastic—a whiff of San Francisco’s cold night air and something sharply citrus. There was a bit of moisture on his peacoat, tiny dapples of water glistening under the front hall chandelier, and the silver in his hair wove a metallic sheen through the brown strands, dancing a bit of light through the dark. He flicked up a card between them, nearly tapping Ivo’s chin. “Take this. And call me if you want to or need to.”

“Do you think something’s going to happen to Mace?” Even as much as he wanted the detective to recite the phone book just to hear words spoken in his rolling, smoky-bourbon voice, Ivo’s guts clenched with a flicker of concern. “If you’re worried about him going off the rails because of his dad, it’ll be okay. We’ve got him. We won’t let him fall.”

“I know that,” Nicholls murmured, tucking the card into Ivo’s fingers. “You still owe me an explanation about those shoes, and I’ve waited a long time to hear it. When you’ve got time and maybe things have settled down, I’ll be waiting. Just give me a call.”

 

 

“HEY, MATT, I think you’ve got my pastrami sandwich.” Ruan dug through the brown paper bag his partner handed him through the unmarked sedan’s window. “This one looks like a rabbit vomited up into a hot dog bun.”

“First off, I swear to God, the next time you call me Matt, to punch you in the nose.” His junior partner, Maite Suppes, shook her fist beneath his chin. “And if you keep eating all of that processed meat, you’re going to die before you can collect your retirement.”

Ever since he’d walked into the squad room filled with junior detectives looking for their partners, Ruan took a perverse delight in calling Suppes by the wrong name someone scribbled at the top of her file folder. If he’d taken the time to actually open it up and read about his new partner, he would’ve made the connection that Matt was definitely not her name. Still, when he called it out, she’d stepped out of the small group of people chatting among the briefing desks and rolled her eyes.

Apparently Matt was one of the more common names people defaulted to when confronted by her first name.

“Let’s go over it again. My-Tay. Not Matt. Not Mai Tai. Maite.” She unraveled her bag, sticking her hand into it and pulling out a wrapped hoagie. “God, this is gross. It’s warm and smells like death.”

“That’s the sauerkraut,” Ruan said, exchanging the food. “Are these your fries too? They look like mine. Extra crispy.”

“You’re going to die from the way you eat,” she reiterated. “Then with my luck, they’ll partner me with one of the new commander’s kids. And before you say anything, sauerkraut is not considered a salad.”

Maite grew up the only daughter of a career cop. Ruan was pretty certain she cut her teeth on her father’s star. At five feet eleven and packed solid with lean muscle, she was a damn good partner—the kind of woman men would take a second glance at because her face was interesting and her lush mouth had a way with swear words. She could pitch seven innings in a baseball game from a regulation mound, then clean up nicely enough to get catcalled when walking down the street. Her dark hair was cut into a long bob, and her fashion sense ran more toward jeans, T-shirt, and a leather jacket, much like his own. She had freckles across her pert nose and high cheekbones on a classically Irish face, but her deep, soulful brown eyes and golden skin definitely came from her Mexican mother.

What he liked most about Maite was she could hold her own against him, probably a product of growing up with three older brothers. But they fit. She was the first partner Ruan had where he felt he could be honest about who he was and how he lived.

That’s when he discovered they had radically different taste in men.

She also had a thing about not eating meat often, which Ruan had difficulty embracing. They argued over stupid things like the dog-food tacos he liked grabbing at three in the morning from a California fast-food joint when she tried to push him into stopping for vegetarian soup and wheatgrass smoothies from a late-night coffee shop. They both liked the Cubs but disagreed about the Raiders and the Seahawks. Ruan had a love for the Oakland bad boys, where Maite swore up and down she would follow the coddled Pacific Northwest team to the grave.

Ruan promised her father he would have her back and make sure nothing would happen to her. Both of them swore on their mothers’ graves that Maite would never hear of this promise because she would gut them both for treating her like a little girl. For all of her protests, Ruan could see she was the apple of her father’s eye and a damn good cop to boot. He liked her, and better yet, he respected the hell out of her.

If only she would see the light and worship the silver and black like he did, then she would be the perfect partner, but he knew he couldn’t have everything.

“So talk to me about the pretty boy you took home years ago and finding him again the other night on that homicide call. And don’t say nothing happened, because I heard something in your voice when you talked about it.” Maite bit into her sandwich, moving her food to one cheek and chewing vigorously. Mumbling through her bite, she said, “Decker told me he recognized the guy’s face and name because he got a tattoo from the shop the kid works at. He also said you were in the house for a pretty long time—long enough for him to finish the dispatch call and do the paperwork. What went on?”

“That kid’s only a couple years younger than you.” He picked a bit of pastrami out of his sandwich, tucking it into his mouth while watching a man dressed in heavy layers push a shopping cart across the street. After midnight, traffic was sparse, but all it took was one idiot to come screaming around the corner and permanently ruin someone’s life. He turned his attention back to his sandwich only when the man’s foot touched the curb and he got the cart up onto the other sidewalk. “And from what the case file said, he doesn’t just work the shop, he’s a part owner with his brothers.”

“Why would a case file about homicide with one guy talk about what his brother did on the side?” Maite poked. “Not unless you did a little digging yourself.”

“A little bit,” he confessed. “I also gave him my card and told him to call me.”

Maite nearly choked on a mouthful of food, laughing as she spat out her words. “I don’t know what alternate universe I just fell into. The Nicholls I know would never hit on a guy during a condolence call, much less hit on a guy to begin with. What the hell got into you?”

“I really wasn’t hitting on him. Mostly—I don’t know—I felt something. And it was stupid. And he probably won’t call, because there’s no worse bet than dating a cop,” Ruan reminded her. “Bet you he’s not sitting in a car watching people play frogger across a four-lane street at oh-dark-thirty.”

“Yeah, our days tend to go long,” Maite murmured. “But let’s face it, you and I don’t have any life outside of the badge. Not like either one of us have anyone to go home to. Hell, my cat has an auto feeder. Bastard doesn’t even need me to open up a cat-food can for him.”

“Here we are, way past the end of our shift, eating sandwiches on the side of the road.” Ruan saluted her with a limp french fry. “Maybe we should wrap all of this up and head home.”

“I’m going to eat this while the cheese is melted,” she protested. “You hardly let me drive, and we’re always eating on the run. I think you’re just trying to avoid talking about that tattoo shop guy. Decker said you clammed up like an eighth-grader asking a girl to dance.”

“Decker needs his nose broken.” He took a bite of his sandwich, getting a spurt of spicy brown mustard on the roof of his mouth.

“Decker said he was pretty.” Maite’s words stabbed at a sore Ruan didn’t even know he had. “And you know Decker thinks Joyce down in accounting is hot. So tell me, is this guy Decker-hot or actually mouthwatering, ‘too pretty to take home to your mom because she’ll hit on him’ hot?”

“His name is Ivo, and why are we even talking about him? I gave him my card, told him to call me, and chances are it’s now little pieces on the bottom of a trash can.” He eyed her from across the car. “Besides, you don’t even like pretty boys. You prefer them huge and in SWAT tactical armor.”

“Yeah, but the one that I have a crush on is married and way out of my league.” She shrugged, pulling a carrot out of her bag. “And his husband’s gorgeous—a rock star and very sweet—so that dropped my chances into the negatives.”

“Like you’d chase after a married guy,” he snorted. “You’ve been on the other side of that.”

“Just like you.” This time she was the one doing the saluting, but with a gnawed-on baby carrot. “We’ve got to date a better class of guys. Actually I have to date a better class of guys. You just have to date.”

“You know my track record. They’re assholes, then they’re criminals.” He wrapped the sandwich back up, his appetite fading. Shoving it into the bag with his cooling fries, Ruan reached for his bottle of water. “Seriously, he’s not going to call, and I don’t blame him. I just told his brother his asshole father who tried to kill him was murdered, and all I could think about was wondering how he’d been over the last few years.”

“You just gave him your card and told him to call. You guys have a slight history, so not totally inappropriate,” Maite said, then chuckled. “And I know you. You worry about people. You come off all gruff and stern, but you’re a marshmallow. I’ve seen you cry watching a movie. You can’t hide that gooey center from me, Nicholls. I know all your tricks.”

“Truthfully? I was really worried about him that night. Seven years ago, I picked up a kid in heavy makeup and high heels wearing a naughty schoolgirl’s outfit and bruises on his face. He’d just kicked the shit out of a guy nearly twice his size, and there was just this resignation in his eyes when I started to question him. I didn’t believe him when he told me he was safe at home. I even wondered if some of those bruises were there when he left his house earlier.” Ruan took a sip of water, tightening the cap back on when he was done. “But you should’ve seen his brother’s relief when I pulled up with him. It was like something out of a badly written movie where everyone wakes up one Sunday morning singing and having pancakes for breakfast. I think some part of me just wanted to find out how he was doing now.”

“Was he wearing heels? The other night, I mean.”

“I don’t know. I didn’t even look,” he confessed. “I didn’t even know what I was thinking. I don’t want to date. And he’s not only out of my league, we don’t even play in the same era. Probably doesn’t even know what a closet is, much less had to live in one.”

“Did you ever think maybe it’s time you went looking for more than just a quick fuck from some guy you pick up at a club?” She met his glare straight on, not quivering one bit. “I’m serious. If the pretty tattoo guy did something for you, maybe you should go see if he’s interested. What’s the worst that can happen? Not like you’re tearing up the dance floor now.”

“What I’m not interested in is a relationship,” Ruan denied, shaking his head. “I was insane to give him my card. He’s too much for me. I don’t know if I’m just old-school or something. Some days I feel like I didn’t stand in line long enough to fill up my gay card. Kid like that’s grown up in a totally different world.”

“Maybe he makes you feel uncomfortable because he doesn’t give a shit about what people think about him and you grew up making sure no one thought about you being gay,” Maite prodded again, finding another tender spot. This one ran deeper, delving into shadows Ruan had buried a long time ago. “Maybe he’s exactly what you need, Nicholls. Maybe you need someone to shake you out of that rut you’re in and pull you into this century. Things have changed a lot since you first put on that badge. Maybe it’s time you change too.”

“Yeah, last time I did something different, someone died because of it,” he reminded her. “Why don’t you finish up that sandwich so we can head home? Today was a long day, and tomorrow’s not going to get any shorter.”




Three

 

 

THERE WAS no place like home.

And for Ivo, home didn’t just mean the house he and his brothers patched together over the years. The first time he walked through the creaking front door of a corner storefront across of Fisherman’s Wharf, the skin on his arms prickled. It was an ugly space—its peeling walls were in terrible shape, a pea-soup green mottled with water damage and the occasional hole probably caused by someone’s fist. The interior was a long space, shotgun-style and oddly angled to accommodate the champagne lounge next door, and the shared wall sloped inward toward the back alley, giving the next shop some space to put in a bathroom. The floors were shit, large chunks of linoleum plastered on top of tile, grouted to an uneven cement slab riddled with cracks and leaking pipes. An enormous picture window took up most of the front wall, and rain had gotten in around its frame, softening the sill.

He’d been a kid and pretty new to the family, having finally broken free of CPS’s hold on him, but Ivo knew at that moment, crossing that threshold, he was home and he’d be the best damn inker the family had.

Other than his brothers, Ivo’s one true love in his life was 415 Ink. He’d spent a good portion of his life perfecting his art, both on paper and on skin, and the shop was the ultimate gallery for what he loved to do. There was nothing that held his passion more than laying down ink, the buzz of a finely built machine and the tang of green soap on someone’s body when he wiped away the last of the spent grit to reveal what he sometimes spent days bringing to fruition.

415 Ink wasn’t just his legacy, it was also his gallery and where his clan gathered—even Mace, who couldn’t tattoo a solid line on his best day.

They all knew Bear lucked out finding the shotgun-style pier-facing storefront. The owner of the building was a friend and cut Bear a deal on a long-term, low-cost rental agreement guaranteeing the brothers’ shop would be there for years to come. Sitting on a corner between a kitschy souvenir shop and a cheesy-yet-popular champagne lounge, they’d renovated the space, polishing its poured-concrete floors to a high sheen and painting its high ceiling a glossy black, mostly to hide the occasional piece of ductwork. The shop’s creamy walls were a great backdrop for their art—framed inked pieces on paper or glossy professional photos of their best work. Their individual spaces were framed out like stalls, with solid half walls and hospital-bed-style tracks set into the upper beams so curtains could be drawn around the booths to give the clients privacy if they needed it.

He’d been as proud as hell the day Bear put his name on his favorite booth, cementing Ivo’s place in the shop, not only as one of the owners but also as a featured artist. Other booths were earmarked for Gus, Bear, and now Rob, Mace’s almost-husband, while the others were left open for guest tattoo artists and the shop’s supporting inkers.

Their blood, sweat, and tears went into building the shop from the ground up, straining their bonds at times during lean months. He and his four brothers worked their fingers to the bone, falling asleep in the back rooms more times than he could count, logging in twelve-hour days when they were struggling to get the shop up off the ground. Their reputation was something they’d cobbled together with talent and sheer obstinance, refusing to cut corners or slap on an overpriced, half-assed flash piece just to fill their cash register. They’d all agreed on one thing—anyone coming through 415 Ink’s door would get the best work possible, even if it was a simple nautical star on their ankle.

Not unlike the nautical star the five of them drew together—a slightly wonky thing Ivo was proud to call his first tattoo. Even if he’d been slightly underaged when it was put on his shoulder.

He’d come in early for the peace and quiet while he worked out a few designs for a custom piece. The early morning hours on the pier were pretty much for locals, either setting up for a long busy day with tourists or using the long stretch of shoreline to run or bike down. Most days he would’ve stopped for coffee, but instead he’d brought a gold foil package of ground beans he’d ordered from a coffee plantation on the Big Island, intending to brew a large pot and hole himself up in the back room they’d set aside as a quiet place to do artwork.

Or at least that was his plan before he realized whoever closed down the night before hadn’t done a good enough job cleaning the floors. Checking the schedule, he found a Post-it note with an apology from Missy, informing the brothers yet another shop worker walked off the job, frustrated he wasn’t tattooing after a couple of weeks of filling in pots and cleaning up after the artists. Left to close up by herself, she’d done the best she could but had to be out by two, giving her enough hours of sleep to make her morning classes.

“Shit, another one. If they’re not assholes, then they’re lazy.” Ivo scowled to himself. “How fucking hard is it to find somebody who wants to work? It’s not even that difficult of a job.”

Sweeping the whole shop ate up a good half hour of his drawing time, and after putting away the push broom, then starting the coffee, Ivo walked out of the lounge only to spot a suspicious mottled-blond clump on the floor at the front of the shop.

“Crap, I missed a big chunk of Earl’s hair on this rug.” Ivo bent his head down, craning to see under the heavy coffee table they’d plopped down on an old Persian rug Luke found at a swap meet. Crouching, he reached to pluck a tangle of brindle-hued fur from the rug’s nap. “That dog sheds everywhere. We’ve got to brush him more. Place looks like we’re running a black market tribble farm.”

“Well, I’d tell you not to bother picking that up because I brought the old bastard with me,” Gus announced loudly from the back door. Their enormous multihued shaggy mutt gamboled toward Ivo at a full trot, his lanky legs eating up the distance in long strides. By the time Earl reached Ivo, Gus had the back door locked behind him and was headed toward the coffee machine to get his first cup of the day. “Hey! What did you brew in here today? Smells chocolatey.”

Ivo caught Earl before the dog’s large head could slam into him, twisting the canine slightly so he could scratch at Earl’s back, sending the dog into contented spasms. His long red tongue dripped with drool, flinging around specks of saliva as he tossed his head about, and Ivo sighed, resigning himself to sweeping up more fur from the floor.

“Pumehana. Came in yesterday,” Ivo called out, grinning when his brother emerged from the lounge with two cups of coffee. “Thanks for grabbing me one.”

“Not a problem,” Gus replied, setting Ivo’s favorite mug at his station. The twenty-ounce porcelain monstrosity shaped like a stack of tilted ceramic teacups embellished with a Cheshire cat and a top hat was a gift from Rob and Mace, carted up from Los Angeles after one of their weekend trips. “I had to go by color for the cream, so if it’s too milky, go fuck yourself.”

“Thanks, I will.” Ivo lightly thumped Earl’s side one last time, then retrieved the small broom from under the reception counter. “Seriously, we need to do something about his shedding. Someone’s going to kill themselves slipping on his fur.”

“Just you and those fucking shoes you wear,” his brother shot back. “Remind me to take out a life insurance policy on your ass, so when you break it and your neck, my kid’s got college money.”

“If you tattooed better, you wouldn’t have to worry about Chris’s college money, because people would actually want your shit on their skin,” he sniped, trying to corral the dog hair with a tiny broom. “Shit, I’d have better luck trying to find a straight line in one of your tattoos than sweeping with this crap. Don’t know why I even bother.”

Only a few years separated Ivo from Gus and his now-deceased twin, Puck. They’d lost their older brother to their mother’s insanity when Ivo was very little, and other than a few vivid, nightmarish moments, he didn’t remember much about Puck. Torn apart by CPS, Gus and Ivo were placed in homes without their older cousin, Bear, who’d come to live with them following his parents’ death. They’d fought to be back together nearly as soon as they were out of each other’s sight, and despite spending a lot of his childhood separated from his brothers—both blood and adopted—Ivo had more than enough time to get to know Gus very well.

In some ways they were a lot alike, driven by a passionate love of art and the intricate canvas of skin. They looked alike, although Ivo was taller, mostly because he had longer legs, and when Ivo’s hair was its natural color, it was the same gold-streaked dirty blond Gus wore in a disheveled mane down to his shoulders. Neither of them knew who their father was, although sometimes Ivo suspected they were full brothers or their mother’s genetics were too strong to be overcome. That theory held until he looked at Bear, who was their cousin on their mother’s side and had stood in the brawny muscular line at birth and possibly went back for seconds.

Their differences lay usually in how they viewed life and how they presented themselves to the world. Up until a year ago, Gus spent every waking hour running away from the horrors their mother left in his memory and Ivo plotted every moment for the chance to run toward his stitched-together family. Gus was gentler than he was. For all of his acerbic nature, August Scott was the most tender of their clan, even more so than Bear, but he always rose to the occasion whenever one of them needed to be protected.

Unfortunately for Ivo, the brother who everyone felt needed the most protection was Ivo.

So when his older brother turned around and held up the business card Ivo left at his station, he knew there would be trouble… or at least complications, because he knew that look on Gus’s face. He’d seen it a thousand times before on Bear’s, Mace’s, and even sometimes Luke’s. The best thing to do in that instance was to go on the offense and cut any argument off before it even started.

Sadly, Gus beat him to the punch.

“What the fuck is this? Who the fuck is Detective Ruan Nicholls?” Gus flicked the edge of the card against his nail, catching Earl’s attention with the clicking sound. “Are you in trouble?”

“I am not in trouble.” He had a lot of regrets, mostly centered around his footwear because striding across the shop’s cement floor in a pair of old Converse didn’t quite have the same effect as the snap of the stiletto, but Ivo did the best he could. “He’s just somebody I met a couple of times.”

Problem with being close in age and alike in so many ways? Gus was always the first one to call Ivo out on his bullshit. Evading Ivo’s grab, Gus turned his shoulders, tucking the card against his chest. It was weird sometimes seeing his own expression on his brother’s face, but it also gave Ivo a heads-up on what Gus was thinking.

“Huh.” Gus’s reply was succinct but heavy with doubt.

“It doesn’t mean anything. Just a guy,” Ivo explained, reaching around his brother to grab the card. But Gus was too quick. “Don’t be an asshole. Give it back. You’re a father now. You’re not supposed to be playing games.”

“I’m not playing anything,” Gus replied. “I’m just wondering what kind of game you’re up to. You thinking about dating him?”

“I’m thinking you should mind your own business,” Ivo growled back, stepping away from his brother. Earl bumped up against the back of his shins, probably reminding Ivo breakfast was a long-distant memory in his belly and the dog could use a snack. “Go lie down, Earl. Quit pushing me.”

“You talking to me or the dog?” Gus leaned up against the shelves in Ivo’s stall. “There’s something going on with you the last couple of days, and now I’m wondering if this cop isn’t the reason you’re a bit squirrelly. We’ve got a couple of hours before we open, so I’ve got time to wait. The sooner you spill your guts, the sooner I leave you alone.”

Ivo didn’t know what to do with a clocked-in Gus. Out of the five of them, Gus was the most responsible and usually the most obtuse, but discovering he was a father of a three-year-old boy and throwing himself fully into that role seemed to have changed him. The only true father figure they had was Bear, so it came as no surprise to Ivo Gus’s emotional growth looked a lot like a bearded, gentle-voiced older brother.

Except Gus was still mostly an asshole, but that was to be expected—most of his older brothers were.

Ivo’s coffee was still warm, but the leather stool he used while tattooing was cold, even through the seat of his jeans. Ivo took a sip, trying to sort through the noise in his head. Then he finally gave in to Earl’s mumbled groans, tossing the dog a biscuit from the stoneware crock he kept at his station. Gus stood by, waiting, leaning forward to scratch at the dog’s head while Earl chomped through the heavy, crumbling cookie.

Gus wasn’t someone Ivo confessed to, not usually. They all had their roles in the family. Bear was always the levelheaded one Ivo reached out to when the world got too complicated, and sometimes Luke would step in, peeling back the layers of Ivo’s sublimated anger, digging out the hurt beneath. But never Gus. His brother had his own troubles, burdens he carried around in his soul, a darkness cemented over his heart by their selfish, violent mother. Yet there he was, framed by Ivo’s tattoo designs and drinking from a 415 Ink mug, patiently waiting for Ivo to find a few words to share.

“You weren’t there that night when the cop—this cop—brought me home. You were out somewhere. It was, like, almost seven years ago, and I’d snuck out through Luke’s window to go dancing, but some guy thought I should give him head instead of going home,” Ivo began, shaking his head when Gus began to bristle. “Nothing happened. I kind of lost it on him and got in a few lucky hits, but wasn’t like I didn’t take some myself. Nicholls was one of the cops on the scene, but he was in uniform back then. When Mace’s dad was murdered, he was one of the cops who came to the door to tell us about it.”

“So what’s with the card?” Gus pressed. “Because I can tell you, my mind is going some crazy places. Like you were too young first time and now you’re on the right side of eighteen, so he wants you to drop a line? Or did he want you to drop a line back then? My gut isn’t liking this.”

“It’s not like that. I was surprised he recognized me,” he murmured, shrugging. “I sure as fuck recognized him. He’s kind of been one of those guys you think about once in a while. Late at night. When you’re alone. In bed.”

“You’re stupid if you think people don’t recognize you. For one, you’re fucking gorgeous, and two, you’re kind of weird. People don’t forget weird. Also, I do not need to know what you’re doing under the covers in your bedroom,” his brother protested, reaching for his coffee cup again. “Tell me he didn’t touch you that night you got busted. I need to know if I have to kill him.”

“He was worried about me. I dressed a little crazier back then, remember?” Ivo chuckled when Gus rolled his eyes. “I went out dancing, and it was kind of skimpy. He wanted to take me home if I was going to get my ass kicked. Kept asking if I would be safe. I think that’s what made him hotter. He didn’t leer or shit on me. He was really worried. A little bossy, but worried.”

“So years later, he comes over to tell Mace that his asshole father is dead and hands you a card for what?” His brother frowned into his coffee cup. “What else did he say?”

“To call him because I still owed him a story about why I was wearing heels—those heels—and I think he wanted to make sure Mace was going to be okay. Maybe to see if I turned out okay? I didn’t feel like he was hitting on me. He was a cop. Professional but a little judgy,” Ivo said with a laugh. “I wasn’t paying a lot of attention to what he was saying after he told Mace his dad was dead. I just kind of stood there and updated my memory files about how hot he looked. That probably makes me a shitty person because I should’ve been focused on Mace.”

“Did you get gay off of him?” Gus grunted when Earl’s head struck his knee. “Dog, go easy. Your head’s like a brick. Did you get gay off of the cop? Because my gut says he was hitting on you.”

“Your gut says a fuck of a lot.” Ivo shook his head, trying to sort out his memories of Ruan Nicholls standing in the front hall of their house, his shoulder against the door and a simmering fire in his green eyes. “Yeah, I did, but not strong. I mean, not like he was comfortable. Kind of like how Bear is. Like there’s a lot of shit in the way before he can think about taking care of himself.”

“You going to call him?” Gus tapped the edge of the card against Ivo’s knee. “Because do you want to know what I think?”

Ivo snorted, “No, but you’re to tell me anyway. Because nobody in this family minds their own fucking business.”

“I’m going to say this because I love you, and if you tell anyone that I said that, I’m not only going to deny it, but I’m going to punch your face in.” His brother leaned forward, ruffling Ivo’s purple-streaked black hair. “You’re a lot. I mean, there’s a lot of person packed into your skin, and if you’re ever going to get with someone, they’re going to need to be okay with that. I’m not saying you and this cop are headed for happy-ever-after land, but he’s got to be somebody who not only is okay with you being a guy in heels but likes you for it.”

“I haven’t even called him. For all I know, he’s married, has a wife and seven kids, and she’s got big feet so he wants to know where he can shop for her Christmas present.” Ivo took another sip of his coffee, disliking the chill it left on his tongue. “I mean, sure, he’s hot—”

“Like how hot? Give me a range,” his brother said, tugging one last time at the ends of Ivo’s hair. “Muscular? Pretty? Can’t take him grocery shopping because the floor gets wet from women panting after him?”

“Like he’s the kind of classic, scruffed-up hot who’d not see anyone else but you. A bit rough, but the kind of pretty you just want to bite.” Ivo closed his eyes, trying to remember what Nicholls looked like that night he’d ridden through the dark to rescue Ivo from a monster he’d already vanquished. “I thought maybe I was making him more in my head, because memories are fucked-up things. But he came through the front door and I forgot how to fucking breathe, Goose. People don’t get to me like that, but he did. He does.”

“Then give him a call and see where it goes,” Gus replied, crossing his arms over his chest. “But, he fucks with you, and the SFPD is going to be down one detective.”

“I’ll be fine.” He shook his head, amused at his brother’s fierce defense. “Besides, he’s got that wife and seven kids, remember? And what the hell are you doing down here so early? You don’t even open today. I figured I could work on stuff before anyone else came in to fuck with me.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured.” Gus drained his coffee cup, pushing off of the counter, and tried to nudge Earl out of the way. “So I came in early just so I could fuck with you. Go get your crap done, and I’ll get the rest of the shop ready. Just don’t forget what I said. If this guy can’t celebrate your weird, he doesn’t deserve jack shit from you, and any one of us will be more than happy to show him the door.”




Four

 

 

EVEN AT one in the morning, the odorous stench of burnt cabbage lingered in the alleyway leading to Ruan’s walkup. For all of the money he’d dumped into his Jeep’s suspension, it seemed like none of it took, because it rattled and bitched every inch of the way, finding every groove and uneven bump on the cobblestone stretch.

“Getting way too old for this,” he grumbled at his Jeep. “My bones are already loose. Don’t make them worse.”

Parking the Jeep in its spot in the long, covered carport at the back of the house, Ruan rubbed at his face, forcing some of his tired out of his skin. The day hung on his bones, wearing him down. It had been twelve hours filled with blood and tears with little answers to anyone’s pain and leaving him and Maite with more questions than they started with.

The bay’s salty taint carried up with the creeping fog, adding to the already pungent perfume Ruan wished he could shake out of his nose. He’d taken the place nearly as soon as he’d seen it. Ripe with character, the fairly cheap second-story apartment had been cut out of an ancient saltbox house perched on the hills above the piers and had parking spaces for two cars. What he hadn’t taken into account was the seemingly endless love affair some of his neighbors had with leafy greens and their inability to do anything to them besides scorch and stew them, mingled with the oily heaviness of fried fish coming up from the pier.

A raucous cry rose up from down the street—an all-too-familiar scramble of cheers and groans pouring out of the open windows of the pub a block away. There was always a soccer or rugby game being played somewhere in the world, and Finnegan’s seemed to be the gathering place of San Francisco’s rowdiest and finest. Half of its patrons were on the job, and since the owner was a member of Ruan’s boss’s family, he’d learned to let the muted roars slide by.

Not a hard thing to do since he’d spent more than a few nights of his own belly up to the bar and watching his beloved Cubs get their asses handed to them time and time again before finally flying straight into the Series.

The narrow saltbox was a throwback to the days when schooners and clippers sailed into the bay, their bellies filled with exotic goods and people from abroad. A sea captain bought the bit of property at a good price and erected a slat-covered rectangle of a house. It was edged up against stockier homes, but its staunch New England façade held its own, despite its plain exterior. Cranson, its current owner, was as crusty of an old sea dog as his so-many-greats grandfather, a seaman to the bone, whose life on the ocean had been cut tragically short by time eating away his youth and more nimble men willing to work on the hazardous seas.

A confirmed bachelor more comfortable among men, Cranson rented the upper floor more for company than anything else, or so Ruan suspected. There’d been many a time when he joined the older man on the front stoop for an evening beer and heard him give a small, wistful sigh when two men walked by hand in hand.

“Hey, Mr. Cop, ’bout time you got home,” Cranson’s raspy, deep voice called out to him, and Ruan turned to see the red ember flare from Cranson’s stogie shining through the shadows of the saltbox’s sunroom tucked under the house’s catslide rear roof. The screen door was propped open with a brick, letting wisps of pungent tobacco smoke out through the crack. “Seems like you’re getting in later and later. How many people are dying out there that you’re coming in so late?”

There was a part of him that wanted to stop and have a beer, but Ruan knew if his ass hit the Adirondack chair next to Cranson’s, he wasn’t going to be getting up anytime soon. The front of his stomach was touching his spine, food being a luxury during a long day, and the bag of chips he had in the afternoon was a long-distant memory. Still, the old man deserved more than a few minutes of his day, even if it was only to hear Cranson bitch.

“One murder is always one too many,” Ruan said, cracking the door wide enough for him to lean against the frame, using his shoulder to wedge the screen open. “Might be losing my captain to upper management. I’m hoping he decides he wants to stay in the trenches, but Morgan’s too good of a cop to stop moving forward.”

“Isn’t he the one with five hundred kids?” Cranson rasped, exhaling a plume of smoke as he spoke. “Man’s got to feed a house. Promotions put more food on the table.”

“I think most of his kids are already out the door. Half of them already wear a badge.” Ruan snorted. “If he moves up, his old partner will probably move into his place. I’d be okay with it, but that would mean one of the captain’s kids is left without a partner. I don’t know if he sees it enough to move to the senior slot, but if there’s going to be a reshuffle, I’m going to push to keep Maite. She busted her ass today, and I don’t think we would’ve nailed our guy if it weren’t for her.”

“Can’t imagine working with a woman,” his landlord coughed out. “They’re like alien things. Never worked with any on the ship and never wanted one in my bed, so I guess I just don’t know enough about them.”

“Things are changing. People are changing. The lines you grew up with are blurred now. Hell, they’re blurring for me too. I don’t think it matters anymore if someone’s a guy or a girl. It comes down to how they think and who they are.” Ruan could make out Cranson’s grimace through the shadows, and some part of him understood the frustration in the man’s expression. “I think there’s room now for people to explore the edges of who they are even if I don’t get it. Maybe I’m just too old-fashioned.”

“Back in my day, men like us didn’t ever show we liked men. Fuck, even talking about it was a surefire way to get your face broken in. Never thought I would ever see the day when I sat on my back porch, smoking a stogie and drinking a beer with a cop as we talk about men and all of that shit that goes with them.” Cranson’s cigar flared red as he sucked on its chewed end. “Now we’ve got guys wearing makeup and women cops. Not sure how I feel about it.”

The faint light illuminated his craggy, weather-beaten face, his skin roughened by years of sun and salt. He’d never been a handsome man, but according to Cranson, that hadn’t mattered much. Months on a ship led to furtive grappling, and in the dark, no one cared what he looked like. They’d talked about the dangers his generation faced and how a tough exterior often meant the difference between a fatal beating and being able to walk away from an accusation. Men like Cranson didn’t live in a closet. They existed in chasms, scurrying out for physical pleasure, then retreating back into the cold darkness, loathing their self-perceived perversions but always returning to sin again.

Or at least that’s how Cranson told it, and from what little Ruan knew about life in general, the old man was definitely telling the truth.

“Things are different for you,” Cranson grumbled. “Doesn’t matter what kind of guy you’d like, no one’s going to look twice if you hook up with some sissy boy. When I was younger, I knew a man with a lisp. Huge guy, but never said a damned word because he thought people would think he was a limp wrist. That’s how scared everybody was. Didn’t matter if you liked men or women, you went out of your way to make sure everyone knew you were a man. One night we were out drinking, and I guess he felt like he was safe with everyone, so he told us some story about him growing up in the cornfields. Some of the guys teased him about him talking like a little girl, but I didn’t pay it any mind. We’d just done a year on the ocean with each other. We all knew each other’s secrets. So, I don’t know what happened between me stumbling back to the boarding house we all stayed at, but the next morning, cops found him behind the bar with a couple of bullets in the back of his head.

“He had it bad for a sweet little girl working down in a shoe factory near one of the piers, and for all the time we spent on the boat, he never went looking for someone to take care of his itches. Let me tell you, after a few months, you get sick of your own hand and you start looking for something else, no matter what you’re into,” Cranson said roughly, his voice thickening with emotion. “Thing is, whoever did it had to be somebody from the boat. That’s all that was in the bar with us that night. They didn’t take his money, but they took his life, and I always wondered if it was because of that lisp. He should have been safe there. Ain’t nobody that night hadn’t reached for another guy on the boat except him. That’s the kind of bullshit world I lived in, and not going to lie to you, but it’s still there, pressing up against me, even as I see two men walking down the street holding hands. It’s hard to change thinking that way when hiding meant staying alive.”

“I think it’s because it’s changing so quickly in some places and not others. Hardest thing for me to do was telling my old partner I didn’t want to take his sister to dinner. He called me a faggot, and I stood there and took it for a minute, then told him he was right.” Ruan shook his head, still tasting the rush of fear at the back of his throat when the man he’d spent three good years with rushed him from across the locker room. If it hadn’t been for the other three detectives standing nearby, Ruan was pretty sure Marco would’ve killed him. There’d been such anger and betrayal in his face, rage arriving with his violence, and a few hours later, the captain informed Ruan he was being transferred to Central, not even looking up from his papers as he shoved Ruan out the door. “I don’t want to admit it, but truth is, it’s hard to change how you think. You’re kind of having to trust things and people when you couldn’t before. It’s not easy.”

“I’m going to tell you one thing, boy,” Cranson said, pulling the stogie out of his mouth and staring through the milky darkness at the cop standing in his doorway. “You better learn to trust. Biggest regret of my life is watching people grow old with someone sitting next to them and this chair here is empty. Maybe I’m just too mean of an asshole and this face isn’t going to win any awards, but I regret what fear left me. Ain’t got nothing but an empty bed and echoes in a house I could’ve filled with laughter and maybe a few arguments.

“Maybe the world’s changing for the good or the bad, but men like us, we’ve got a better time of it, and you’re young enough to take advantage of that. So, maybe you find yourself one of those guys who make you a little uncomfortable and you go out and have a good time.” Cranson leaned forward, slowly pushing himself off the heavy chair, his bones creaking loudly enough for Ruan to hear by the door. “Elsewise, one day you’re going to be like me, waiting for some pretty Irish cop to come home so you could pretend like you’re sharing your life with someone. Now go on upstairs and feed that cat of yours. Damned asshole is probably screaming his head off because he heard your car, and I won’t be getting any sleep until he shuts up.”

 

 

“SHUT UP, Spot,” Ruan muttered, trying to open his front door around the twenty-five pound marmalade behemoth standing at the tiled entrance. The scraggle-toothed orange tomcat screamed his displeasure at Ruan’s late arrival, and the feline wailed out a surprisingly tiny air raid siren of a meow, echoing through the long open great room taking up most of the second floor’s space. “If you don’t let me through the door, you’re not going to get fed. Move.”

When he plucked the rain-drowned kitten off of the Golden Gate Bridge three years ago, Ruan was more worried about the damned thing surviving than anything else. Nearly at the end of his shift, he’d seen the moving fur bundle on the left-side walk, tumbling about with each passing car. At first his brain refused to believe it was anything other than a piece of cloth, but his gut told him otherwise and he circled back around, flipping on his lights to warn the traffic behind him to pull away from the curb. There was no way the grubby kitten he found walked there on his own accord. His leg was broken and there were long gouges of road rash through his matted fur—both signs he’d probably been tossed from a car.

An emergency vet near his apartment confirmed Ruan’s suspicions. The kitten also came with malnutrition, ticks, and a variety of worms requiring a round of medications nearly the price of Ruan’s rent. There was a brief one-sided discussion about putting the kitten down. An eight-hour shift and a two-second delay in Ruan’s brain made him wonder why the vet wanted him to put the cat on the floor, and then the discussion turned, riding the wave of Ruan’s anger.

The animal hospital got him another vet, and the next day, Ruan took home a weak but grumpy orange-spotted peach kitten, who in the course of a few years, grew to the size of a bobcat and now ate Ruan out of house and home.

“Maine coon my ass,” Ruan grumbled while opening a large can of wet cat food. “You’re a damned saber-tooth tiger. And get your claws out of my leg. I’m doing this as fast as I can.”

Leading Spot to his seafood medley, Ruan opened his refrigerator, hoping the food fairies had filled it since the last time he’d cracked the door. Sadly, the bag of limp carrots and its companion, a half-consumed six-pack of local beer, were still the only occupants other than the bristle of condiments on the door shelves. The freezer held much more promise if he counted a pint of mint chocolate chip and a frosted-over box of taquitos as food.

“I think I ate the last can of soup in the pantry,” he muttered to himself as he shuffled over to the hall closet he’d converted to food storage. There were the usual suspects—opened boxes of cereal, pork and beans, and for some reason, a couple of cans of sardines in spicy tomato sauce he’d grabbed during a frenzied grocery run. “I open up that fish and you’re going to eat off my face, Spot. I don’t even have any rice to put it on. Guess it’s time to order a pizza.”

The second-story apartment was a blessing of sorts. Ruan had the whole floor to himself. It’d probably once been bedrooms, but with a few walls knocked down, it became a very livable space. A serviceable enough kitchen faced the asphalt yard he and Cranson used to park their cars, and the long flight of stairs and midway landing attached to the outside wall were covered by a wide overhang, protecting it from San Francisco’s inclement weather and led to the apartment’s entrance at the front side of the building. The great room retained its old sash window frames, double paned now to hold out the cold, but the brick fireplace had been converted to gas, keeping the space warm enough during the nippy winter months. A short hall led to a small bedroom Ruan used as a library slash office, an enormous bathroom with an old porcelain tub, with the master bedroom taking up the other side of the floor.

His place was close to everything, but most of all, it was the first place he felt comfortable in. Furniture was oversized and heavily padded, strong enough to put up with Spot’s frequent gymnastics but large enough to cradle his often worn-out lanky frame. Collapsing onto the dark gray sectional dominating the room, Ruan began to tug off his cowboy boots, perusing the menus he’d left on the old coffee table he’d found at a thrift store. A few seconds later, Spot joined him, huffing into Ruan’s face with his rank fishy breath.

“Pizza or Chinese?” Ruan asked the cat, holding up a paper menu with distinct puncture marks along its edges. “I’m guessing Chinese, because that’s the one you like to chew on the most. Let’s see if they’re up for delivery. It’s kind of late, and sometimes twenty-four-hour delivery doesn’t really mean twenty-four-hour delivery.”

Reaching for the cell phone he’d left on the table, Ruan was startled to hear it ring. Sighing, he rubbed at his face, then answered the call, suspecting his dinner was going to be something from a drive-through on his way to a scene.

Instead he got a silky, masculine voice asking him, “Tell me you don’t have a wife and seven kids.”

Ruan checked the number on the screen. It was unfamiliar but definitely within the 415 area code, so a local call, possibly from somebody looking for a hookup and dialed wrong. “I think you’ve got the wrong number.”

“I don’t know. Some cop left me his card and told me to give him a call. So here I am, giving him a call,” the man on the other end purred much deeper than Spot ever could. “I know it’s late, but I figured I’d take a chance since I’m up and closing down the shop tonight because one of our guys was a no-show. I thought maybe a cop would have the same kind of hours as a tattoo artist—way too long and not enough sleep. So before I ask if you want to grab something to eat, I have to make sure you don’t have a wife and seven kids. Assuming, of course, you’re the kind of guy who wants to grab something to eat with another guy. If not, no harm, no foul.”

“Ivo Rogers.” Ruan grinned into his phone, gently pushing Spot away when the cat began to chew on his fingers. “I just got home and was debating ordering in. I’ve got to be honest with you, I am as hungry as hell, but the thought of pulling on my boots again makes my feet hurt.”

“I don’t normally beg for company, but if you want, I can grab something and we could eat there. Of course, it depends upon where there is.” Ivo’s voice darkened slightly. “Mind you, I know it’s rude as fuck to invite myself over to a guy’s house, but I haven’t eaten anything all day and I’ve been at the shop since this morning. I’ve worked way past manners and into ravenous, so I figured I would top off my day by calling some guy who owns a gun and asking him if he wants to eat with me.”

“I’m the police. I think that makes me pretty safe.”

“Babe, you are far from safe, and being a cop sure as hell doesn’t help,” Ivo replied softly. “So, what’s it going to be? Do I head over to your place with a bunch of dim sum or do I go home and eat ice cream?”

Cranson’s words echoed in Ruan’s mind. Looking around the room, he saw a blank canvas of a life. It was an empty white space, populated by gray and brown furniture with the most colorful thing in the apartment being a peach-and-tangerine monster of a cat. The mantelpiece held the folded flag from his grandmother’s funeral and last year’s Christmas card sent by his father’s newest wife, a woman young enough to be Ruan’s baby sister. His father hadn’t even signed it, or at least that’s what it looked like. For all Ruan knew, his father’s handwriting now included smiley faces and little hearts over the Is.

Even the Christmas card was a bleached-out blue landscape of sparkly snowflakes and gray calligraphy wishing him a happy holidays.

It was time to take a chance. Even if it was just a meal, Ruan suspected Ivo would bring a wash of color into his space, bright enough to blind him. The younger man was beautiful and trouble, much like Spot.

“Did I lose you, Nicholls?” Ivo asked. “Or are you asking your wife?”

“I’m here. And yeah, how about if I order food from a place near your shop and you grab it on your way? That’ll give me enough time to change my clothes and try to get cat hair off of the couch. You allergic to seafood?” Ruan flipped open the chewed-on menu, debating their options. “I’ll pay if you bring it over.”

“How do you know where the shop is?” A healthy dose of suspicion crept into Ivo’s voice. “Sounds kind of stalkery.”

“One, I was the lead investigator in Mace’s father’s homicide. The tattoo shop was one of three places listed as somewhere Mace could be found. Two, I don’t live that far from the piers, and on the rare occasions I’m able to get a morning run in, I go by the shop on my way to the malasada bakery on the corner. Donuts are a great motivator to get me to jog,” Ruan drawled, chuckling at Ivo’s low laughter. “So, are you allergic to anything?”

“My brothers would say responsibility, but they’re full of shit. I’m open to everything but chicken’s feet and that’s only because I don’t think you can eat those as takeout. It’s got to be freshly cooked and hot.” Something metal rattled the phone and Ivo’s voice was lost for a moment. “Text me your address and don’t worry about the cat hair. You should see the mountains of fur I pick up from Earl every day. There’s no way in hell a cat could even compete.”

“You haven’t met Spot,” Ruan warned. “I’ll see you in a little bit. There’s an alleyway on the left. Go down it and park in the back. Anywhere you want. When you get here, go up the stairs on the side of the house and just knock. The doorbell is broken and I haven’t gotten around to fixing it.”

“See, that’s a shame,” Ivo whispered, a slither of sex and heat wrapping through his words. “I was really looking forward to ringing your bell, but I guess a knock is just going to have to do.”

“I have a feeling you’re going to be a really huge pain in my ass, Ivo Rogers,” Ruan groaned.

“Probably,” Ivo replied. “But I think you’re going to give as good as you get. See you in about half an hour. And really, don’t worry about the cat. There’s going to be other things to occupy your mind with. Especially since you never answered me about the wife and seven kids.”




Five

 

 

“THAT IS the biggest damn cat I have ever seen.” Ivo held out the bags of Chinese food he’d brought up with him, hoping to draw the orange feline’s attention off of him. Apparently it wasn’t the scent of spicy salt shrimp attracting the cat to hook its claws into his jeans and pull himself up to his full height to sniff at Ivo’s chest, because even as Ruan took the food, the monstrous feline remained, investigating every inch of Ivo he could reach. “What the fuck are you feeding him? Brontosaurus?”

On the sliding scale of all of the bad ideas Ruan had ever had in his life, agreeing to have dinner with Ivo Rogers in the early hours of the morning after a long shift ranked up there with peeing on an electrical fence and slow dancing with Brandon Kipski in the shadows of the gym when he was in the seventh grade. The scene on the electrical wires was an immediate life lesson. The lessons he learned from dancing with Brandon came much later that week in the form of a beatdown from Brandon’s older brother and getting shoved into a locker during PE for about a month afterward.

He’d never questioned his attraction for men, but Ruan did sometimes challenge the extent of his intelligence, especially when inviting the biggest bundle of trouble into his living room. Spot apparently was as attracted to Ivo as Ruan, rubbing his face on every inch of the man’s body, his husky purr kicking into overdrive when Ivo chuckled and scratched at the cat’s ears.

It was definitely the first time Ruan had ever been jealous of his cat, and judging by the mutual love fest going on at his front door, it probably wasn’t going to be the last.

“The vet thinks he came from a kitten mill that bred Maine coons and tossed him out of the car because he was sickly. Found him on the middle of the bridge coming home one night. He was the only one I saw, so I’m hoping maybe they were trying to toss him into the water and didn’t make it.” Ruan put the food down on a coffee table in the middle of the room and returned to Ivo’s side to delicately remove the cat’s claws from Ivo’s thighs. The guy smelled good—a light lime-citrusy scent with a hint of masculine musk. There was a lot of power in his long legs, muscles shifting to accommodate Spot’s weight as the cat fought to hold on to his perch. “He’s actually pretty affectionate. He just doesn’t realize he’s huge. Vet says he might even get to be another ten pounds. I figure I’m going to have to start taking out loans to feed him.”

“Or you could just let him roam the streets and clear out the pigeon population,” Ivo said, working off his Converses. “Dude, seriously. That is one huge motherfucking cat.”

Spot was easier to remove than the low, simmering attraction in Ruan’s belly. Ivo Rogers was a complicated macramé of masculine strength and feminine beauty. Even dressed in an old pair of jeans and a black T-shirt from the shop he owned stretched across his muscled chest, the man took Ruan’s breath away. Smudged ebony eyeliner rimmed his stormy blue-gray eyes, bringing out the startling depths of color nearly hidden behind his dark lashes, but the rest of his face was bare, a faint scruff of light brown beard dappling his strong jaw. He wore an insouciance about him, a loose cape of arrogance and casualness draped over his graceful body. There was a confidence in the man Ruan envied, a natural well of something both aggressive and beautiful.

There was no mistaking he was a man. Ivo Rogers just didn’t care what other people thought about him. The young teenager Ruan found sullenly sitting on a cop car after beating the hell out of a man who’d wanted more than Ivo was willing to give had grown up, secure in his place in the world and seemingly fluid in how he expressed himself.

As much as it felt wrong to lust after a guy he’d first met when he was a minor, there was no confusing Ivo with the teenager dressed in a naughty schoolgirl outfit anymore. Time burned away any hint of innocence and puberty from his face, leaving it a handsome sculpt of hard planes and lithesome lips. The caginess in his eyes was still there, a wary edge to his natural beauty, and the dirty-blond locks were now buried under a sheath of inky black and bright violet dye, its length chopped up tight against Ivo’s cheekbones and falling down to brush at the tops of his shoulders.

There was an innate wickedness to everything Ivo did. Even coming through the apartment’s front door, he drew Ruan’s eye, and if there was ever a time when Ruan felt like he’d fallen into an old noir detective flick, it was right now. Ivo was the dangerous leggy siren casting a long shadow across Ruan’s door, and try as he might, there’d be no shoving the man back out into the night. He was there to stay. Even if he turned around and went back down the flight of stairs outside, Ivo Rogers would linger, haunting Ruan’s mind and sliding away, a flickering, silvery shadow he would constantly spot out of the corner of his eye.

Ruan had no idea what to do with someone like Ivo, and in his gut, he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to even try.

It also didn’t help that the smile Ivo gave him was devastatingly sexy, even as they battled to remove Spot from the source of his intense attraction.

Brash. The man was brash. Brash, arrogant, and challenging—three things Ruan knew better than to tangle with. But instead of showing Ivo the door, he was still working to get his cat loose from the man’s jeans.

“Don’t blame you, kitten, but have some fucking pride,” Ruan muttered into his cat’s ear, finally dislodging Spot. “And could you not be an asshole?”

“Do you want to use plates or just eat out of the boxes?” Ivo asked, standing in the space between the front door and the area Ruan laughingly called his living room. “I’m good either way. I don’t have cooties, but I know some people are picky. I’ve got four brothers. Picky isn’t a word allowed in our house.”

“Less dishes are fine by me,” Ruan replied, giving the cat one last scratch of the forehead. “Do you want a beer? I’ve got some stout picked up from Finnegan’s. Might be too heavy for Chinese, though.”

“Stout goes perfectly with Chinese. Only thing that doesn’t is milk.” Ivo paced around the living room for a moment, probably taking in its Spartan look. “Did you just move in?”

“I’d like to say I’m a minimalist, but truth is, I just don’t have time.” Spot was on Ruan’s heels, bumping up against his shins and purring up a storm when Ruan went to investigate the bags to see if he needed to bring utensils from the kitchen. “Do you need a fork or are the chopsticks in here okay?”

“Chopsticks. No self-respecting San Francisco native should ever use a fork on traditional Chinese food picked up at one o’clock in the morning. It’s like not knowing how to pick through a Dungeness to get all the meat.” Ivo settled down on the sectional, taking up a good portion of the left side of the L with a casual sprawl of his long body. In true Spot fashion, the cat slithered up next to him as best he could, an undulating mass of long hair and mewling affection looking for a lap to settle on. Ivo didn’t seem to mind, or maybe it was just habit from owning a dog, because he soon began to absently stroke Spot’s broad head, finding the stretch along his cheek the cat loved getting scratched. “Sure you don’t mind me dropping by?”

“Well, I need to eat dinner, and you’re someone who can keep the cat distracted so I could eat.” Ruan eased down onto the cushion next to Ivo, handing over one of the two chocolate stouts he’d liberated from his fridge. “Just to warn you, he operates on the philosophy of ‘mi chopstick es su chopstick,’ so you’ll probably want to shove him off the couch before we start eating.”

“Yeah, my brothers seem to have that same philosophy.” Ivo gently eased the cat to the floor. Spot grumbled, pacing around the table, then gave up, settling down on the giant-sized dog bed Ruan bought for him a month ago. “So does Earl.”

“Earl?” Ruan frowned, wondering if he’d made a mistake inviting an already complicated Ivo up into his apartment. Last thing he needed in his life was sniffing around a man with someone already in his life. “Boyfriend?”

“No boyfriend. Earl’s our dog. You’ve seen him. He’s that fuzzball you saw at the house. Looks like a drooling, shambling mound.” Ivo scooted over to the edge of the cushion, peering into the opened bags much like Spot did when Ruan flipped open a pizza box. “How about you tell me what you’ve been up to in the last few years? Saw you lost the uniform. Normally pick up kids you take home after a few years, or am I the only one?”

Ruan choked on a mouthful of stout, nearly pushing the fulsome brew up through his sinuses and over the table. Unsettled, he began to cough, trying to get a bit of air in past the foaming slurry in his throat. Ivo pounded on his back, but Ruan pulled away, finally catching his breath… just in time to see Spot help himself to a fried shrimp from one of the boxes, then take off down the hall with his prize.

“Shit, I’ve got to get that away from him,” Ruan growled, lifting himself up off the couch. Ivo pushed him back down, gently tapping between his shoulder blades.

“If I go get it, you going to eat it?” Ivo asked. When Ruan gagged at the thought, Ivo chuckled. “Yeah, I thought so. Besides, he’s probably already got it choked down. Maybe you should try to learn how to breathe before you go chasing after him.”

“I didn’t realize you were going to try to kill me. I knew asking you over was a bad idea,” he mumbled, tapping his fist against his sternum. “You are very young, and I’m—”

“You’ve got what? Ten years on me?” Ivo slid back across the sectional, reaching for one of the boxes of food. “You act like you’re fifty. Maybe I’m exactly what you need, Nicholls. Someone to shake off the gray on you.”

Ruan didn’t know exactly when he’d lost control of the conversation, but he was fairly certain it was the moment he answered the phone and found Ivo on the other side of the line. He was normally more steady, surefooted and confident, but there was something about the other man that made him feel like he was fourteen years old, with a mouthful of braces and an ugly haircut his mother gave him while holding a bowl over his head and snipping away with a pair of dull scissors. For fuck’s sake, he caught murderers for a living, but now he was sitting tongue-tied next to a pretty tattoo artist with a devil-may-care attitude even Lucifer would envy.

“I earned every bit of fucking gray I’ve got, Rogers, so I’m not giving it up any time soon,” Ruan shot back, catching a glimpse of a smirk on Ivo’s pretty mouth. “Maybe what you need is someone to teach you how to behave.”

 

 

THERE WAS a delicious pleasure in making the older cop uncomfortable. Ivo thirsted for conflict sometimes—that sting of banter he could only get from someone with a sharp mind and an even sharper tongue. Ruan Nicholls could hold his own once he got his feet under him, and despite the frequent nuzzling of the detective’s giant cat against Ivo’s knee, the cop had all of Ivo’s attention.

“Regret me coming over?” Ivo pressed, settling back into the couch’s soft cushions. They’d taken off the edge of their hunger, and were now picking through the boxes for favorite tidbits. Ruan won brownie points for handing Ivo the small container of har gow, then upped the favorable ante by digging out another sauce container filled with mustard and shoyu for Ivo to pour over his dumplings.

“No, you’re pretty to look at, and it gives the cat someone else to beg at so I can eat something in peace for a change,” Ruan shot back. “You? Got any regrets?”

“Nah. Although I should have told you to order more shrimp. Didn’t know I’d have to share with Goliath here. Dude, you’re worse than my dog. Go sit down,” Ivo replied, nudging Spot back with his elbow. Surprisingly, the cat gave him one last imperious sniff, then slunk back to the fluffy dog bed next to the fireplace. “Well, shit, didn’t expect that.”

“Sometimes he’s got manners,” Ruan replied, sliding a glance over Ivo. “Unlike some people.”

“I’m very well-behaved,” he teased back. “I just get… sick of everyone hiding behind their perfect little masks and pretty words.”

There was definitely something between them now—a heat that wasn’t there the first time they met over a cop car hood and Ivo’s barked knuckles. Ivo’d been shoving men off of him since long before he rolled into the brothers’ house on its sleepy road, and the cop’s attention years ago had been rigidly professional and detached. Now, however, not so much. Or at least that’s what Ivo’s gut was telling him. Another long rake of Ruan’s green eyes across his legs, lap, and stomach only flamed Ivo’s suspicions, and he debated his conversational options while digging through a bit of crispy noodles Ruan left for him in another container.

Sure, the cop left him his card, but Ivo had been the one to reach out, even if it’d taken him a good half an hour of contemplation before dialing the number. Half of his motivation was fueled by Gus’s challenge, but there was something deeper, something elusive driving him. It was surreal to be sitting in the living room of an old San Francisco house, barefooted and perched on a couch while eating Chinese food with the man he’d lusted after in half-realized dreams. He’d never thought about the actual human being attached to the name and face, at least not until he knocked on Ruan’s front door and it dawned on him, he knew nothing about the man who opened it.

He lived his life by reading people, but now he was talking to someone who excelled at never showing his hand. Ruan’s discomfort was short-lived and he’d moved into a position of control, quickly establishing his own territory in their conversation. He knew what buttons to push to keep Ivo back, laying down thread-thin traps baited with quips about age and manners.

The nearly naked space was a tell, a transient area Ruan Nicholls came home to and perhaps even spent time in, but it wasn’t where he kept his soul. That much Ivo knew without needing any of the fancy degrees Lucas racked up. Judging by the engraved plaque fixed to its frame, the folded flag on the mantelpiece belonged to the sacrifices of a woman who’d died a few years ago, the years of her service firmly placing her much too old to be Ruan’s mother unless she’d had him very late, and the tattered Christmas card next to it was almost bald in spots where fingers rubbed off the translucent glitter embellishing the snowflakes printed on its front.

But it was the oversized dog bed placed next to the fireplace that told Ivo all he needed to know about Ruan Nicholls—that and the scatter of toys tucked into the room’s corners and lodged against the coffee table’s legs. The detective definitely was compassionate, because as much as he grumbled about the cat, it was with a depth of affection Ivo usually only heard when his brothers were talking about each other.

Ruan Nicholls definitely knew how to love. Maybe grudgingly so, but it was there. And the dichotomy of his gruff, whiskey-sharp nature, combined with the softness in his voice as he coaxed his cat over to take a piece of chicken from his fingers, somehow—stupidly—made Ivo’s heart skip.

He was tired from having to work two shifts and pack in a bunch of flash inkings he hadn’t planned on doing. His fingers ached, and the small of his back reminded Ivo he wasn’t as young and mobile as he had been when he first started tattooing. Or it could have just been spending eleven hours crouched over various body parts with his hand cramping around a vibrating machine. Calling Ruan Nicholls was impulsive, but Ivo liked to live on the edge of stupidity sometimes. Funny how sitting down in the sparsely furnished rectangular box of a living room with a man who looked like he’d had just as rough of a day calmed the prickly, alum-sharp slivers of Ivo’s busy mind.

There was a quiet in him he never seemed to be able to find but always searched for. It tantalized him when he drew, tickling at the edges of his mind with a silken promise of something Ivo could never grasp. Art and tattooing gave him enough respite from the noise to keep him sane when, apparently, all he needed to do was pick up some late-night Chinese and share it with a cop.

“My brother Bear always says I push things too far,” Ivo said as a way of offering an olive branch. “I guess I’m too used to being the bratty younger brother.”

“I could see that,” the detective replied, nodding as he picked through the small bucket of kung pao chicken. “I’ve got little brothers, but they’re a lot younger. My dad’s on his third or fourth wife. I’ve kind of lost count, but she’s nice. They live in San Diego, so it’s not like I know them, and the oldest is about thirty years younger than I am, so we don’t have a lot to talk about.”

“I’ve got a nephew that’s three. He’s easy to talk to. His main interests are dogs, firetrucks, and poop. Also farts, but I kind of line that up as the outdoor activity of pooping. Chris keeps things simple.” Ivo laughed at Ruan’s look of disgust. “He’s the first kid I’ve ever really been around. I mean, there were always foster kids around, but not like I was attached to any of them. It’s kind of cool, because he opens up his mouth, and parts of Gus fall out of it. Then every once in a while, he gives you this look that I see on Bear’s face, like when he knows you’re bullshitting him and he’s about to call you on it.”

Curiosity flickered across Ruan’s gaze and he cocked his head, chewing on a piece of chicken. Chasing it with a sip of beer, he swallowed, then asked, “I thought your brothers raised you. Or did you guys foster kids?”

It was a moment Ivo never encountered before, not in any relationship he’d ever had. His pool of friends were tight, a small number of people—mostly other tattoo artists—and the 415 Ink crew’s backstory was well-known in the industry. He’d gone through his teenage years with everyone knowing his business even before he met them, and anyone he even remotely, casually dated never got any further than physical with him. He liked it that way, worked hard to keep it that way. He had enough entitlements to last a lifetime, or so he thought. Now there was a gruff, rugged cop with cunning eyes and the world draped across his shoulders asking him questions he normally deflected or people already had the answers to.

Leaning back, Ivo stared out at the paths he could take with a single sentence. Something held him, held his tongue in, and the discomfort was odd. It wasn’t as if people didn’t know his life, especially since most of the tattoo artists he met along the way came loaded with their own opinions of him. But it was different with Ruan, more intimate than sex, actually. After scooping up the last piece of har gow, Ivo tucked it into his mouth and chewed slowly, picking through the words in his mind.

“Tell you what,” he finally said, tucking his used chopsticks into the paper sleeves they’d come in. “Maybe that’s something we can get into the next time we get together.”

Ruan chuckled, as darkly spicy as mustard stinging Ivo’s tongue. “I don’t get a lot of free time when I’m working a case. It might be a while before we can do this again.”

“That’s okay,” Ivo replied, standing up and brushing down his jeans, getting off as much of the cat hair as he could. “You’ve just got to decide if I’m worth the wait.”

“Oh, trust me, kid,” Ruan responded, his eyes darkening with an emerald storm. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, you’re definitely worth the wait.”




Six

 

 

“DAMN, HOW the hell did it get to be two?” Ivo peered blearily at the clock mounted to the art room’s short wall. As tempted as he was to leave his drawings all over the broad table they’d set up in a former storage room at the back of the shop, Bear was opening in the morning and his oldest brother would be more than happy to hand Ivo his ass if he left the place messy. Slowly gathering up the sketches he’d started for a client’s back piece, Ivo yawned, wincing when his jaw cracked. “Shit, okay. Time to head home.”

Standing was an exercise in and of itself. His legs were cramping from sitting too long, and the small of his back ached from spending hours bent over, first a woman’s hip, then hunched over his drawings. He’d kicked off his shoes a long time before, mopping the shop’s floor in his bare feet. Then, not wanting to risk breaking his neck on the slick concrete floor, he’d left his heeled boots by the reception desk. Wiggling his toes, Ivo shoved the last few sheets of paper into his oversized leather portfolio, making sure the edges wouldn’t catch when he zipped it up.

“Question is, take this all home or leave it here?” Ivo suppressed another yawn, his jaw already aching from its first pop. “Shit, I don’t even know if I’m opening with Bear tomorrow. Fucking Mace. Taking Rob on vacation screwed the schedule up so damned much.”

He was bitching to bitch. And sadly, venting to an empty tattoo parlor didn’t seem to pack the same wallop as when one of his brothers was there to take the heat.

His phone buzzed in his back pocket and Ivo sighed, knowing without looking Bear was wondering what he’d gotten up to. Sending Bear a reassuring text back while he began to work one boot onto his aching foot, Ivo finally gave up trying to balance himself on one leg and sat down on the couch under the shop’s iron-grate-shuttered window.

The boom of something striking the glass shook off any hint of fatigue hovering at the edge of Ivo’s brain. He turned, nearly falling off of the couch when his booted foot slid across the slick floor. Grabbing at the table, Ivo flinched when another strike to the glass created a spiderweb across the pane. It was hard to see between the iron slats of the shutters, but Ivo could make out a man’s pale face pressed up against the glass, his nose pushed up and his lips smearing blood over the cracks. The face disappeared only to be replaced by a fist coming down on the spot again, deepening the fractures. After jamming his other foot into its boot, Ivo grabbed the baseball bat sitting in the umbrella stand by the reception desk and bolted through the shop’s front door.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Ivo brandished the bat in his left hand, keeping a grip on the doorknob. As late as it was, foot traffic on the pier was nonexistent and the cars in the road were few and far between. The grate behind the front window wouldn’t hold up to repeated thrashings, and if it went down, anyone could crawl through the open space and strip the shop clean. “Get away from there!”

The man reeked. The ten feet separating him and Ivo wasn’t enough to mask the sour, greasy odor of unwashed skin and hair. The man’s eyes were wild, his face framed by shanks of tangled hair, and the clothes he wore were thick with grime and oil. Leering at Ivo, he raised his fists up, then brought them down hard on the glass, cackling loudly when the pane cracked further. He panted heavily, struggling to stay on his feet. Then he laid his hands flat on the broken pane, blood from his cut hands smearing over the shop’s painted logo. Too skinny to be even close to healthy, the man’s gaunt features and skeletal hands were marbled with blown out bruises and tiny lesions, his limbs shaking despite him propping himself up against the building.

“I said get away from the glass!” Ivo warned. He didn’t want to swing, but if a good solid push wouldn’t get the man to step back, he would take it. Ivo heard the door lock behind him, and some small part of his mind scrambled with terror at the thought he’d left the keys inside of the shop. “Just move along. Don’t be an asshole, dude.”

“Too late for that. He’s already an asshole.” Another man’s voice broke through the first’s panting, and Ivo pivoted to keep both men in sight, turning his back toward the busy street. Unlike the glass-breaking idiot, the man’s brawn nearly blocked out the light coming from under the covered walkway’s eaves. He moved in and the light ran a silver line down the edge of the knife he had clutched in his right hand. “How about if you hand over what you’ve got in the cash register?”

“How about if I shove this up your ass? Because I’m pretty sure I can get it to fit,” Ivo snarled back, hefting the bat up. A shadow moved out of the darkness behind the brawnier man and Ivo sucked in a long breath, not liking the odds. “What? Now three against one?”

“You know, as pretty as you are, you need to check your eyes, Ivo.” The man stepping onto the sidewalk left the darkness behind, bathing in the string of lights trimming the eaves. “SFPD. Drop the knife and get down on the ground.”

He’d only seen the cop a couple of days ago, but Ruan seemed even more worn down than when they’d shared a dinner while fending off Ruan’s beast of a cat. The detective might have looked tired, the lines on either side of his mouth deepening with disgust, but there was no mistaking the deadliness of the weapon he had aimed at the man holding the knife. Ivo caught the glance down to his footwear and the cop’s silent, heavy sigh.

“You okay, Ivo?” The detective didn’t spare Ivo another glance, but he didn’t take it personally.

“Nice to have my own personal stalker,” Ivo replied, finally earning himself a sour look from the cop. “Yeah I’m good. Just out fighting crime? ’Cause you’re missing your cape there, Bruce.”

“Keep this up and I’m going to be tempted to shoot you, not them,” Ruan snarled when the skinny guy began to pace. “Don’t make any moves. Get down—”

“No, no, no. I don’t want this, Harry.” Yelping, the skinny man took off, his limbs flying over the sidewalk before Ivo could even blink, and the knife wielder smiled carefully, stretching out his arm to put the knife on the ground, his eyes never leaving the cop’s face. But he held on to the weapon, lowering it slowly.

“Fucking dick,” the guy Ivo supposed was named Harry said. “But how do I know you’re not going to shoot me once I drop it?”

“Should I go after him?” Ivo put a bit of sarcasm into his voice, waving the end of the bat at where the skinny man had been standing moments before. “I could have handled—”

“Don’t say you could have handled it, and no, don’t go after him. We’ll find him later,” the detective cut him off. “Harry, if I don’t hear that knife hitting the ground in one second, I’m shooting your knee out. And after I’m done doing that, I’m going to be asking about where I can find your asshole friend.”

The knife hit the sidewalk, clattering loudly. Clearing his throat, the man mumbled from his crouch, “Just having some fun here. No need to—”

“I don’t want to hear it. Not tonight. Get on the ground, sir. Face down. Hands on the back of your head,” the cop barked, keeping his weapon trained on the man spreading himself out on the sidewalk. “Ivo, stay back so I don’t accidentally put another hole in you, especially since your brains seemed to have leaked out of the one you’ve already got. I’ll hold him here while you call 911. Then after that, you and I are going to have a little talk about common sense and where the fuck you can pick some up.”

 

 

IVO’S HAIR was a different color than the last time Ruan saw it. Or at least he thought it was. Sometime between day before yesterday and the early hours of a morning Ruan hadn’t expected to be awake for, the streaks in Ivo’s hair had mutated to something closely resembling a slick of oil gathering on gutter water. Within a minute of the attempted robbery being called in, the front of the tattoo shop was swarming with cops and Ruan began delegating assignments, wishing he’d asked Ivo to make a pot of coffee or something to jolt him awake. The adrenaline running through his blood at the sight of Ivo being held at knifepoint was long gone, leaving him exhausted. Between the bad street lighting and the chaos of squad cars disgorging an army of uniforms, Ruan kept losing track of the long-legged, snarling man he’d rescued.

Still, Ruan always seemed to eventually find him. Whether he wanted to or not.

Ivo Rogers was taller than most of the cops gathered around the scene. A little bit of it was the fuck-me leather boots he wore, their heels taking the man up a few inches, but most of it was his natural height and the way he threw his shoulders back, his slightly scruffy jaw tilted up, daring the world to take its best shot.

Despite the weird colors in his hair, Ivo was gorgeous in the way only a fallen angel made mortal could be, an ironic image Ruan couldn’t seem to shake. There was no question about his bad-boy cred, and it certainly drew the eye. Every inch of his lean, muscular body screamed tangling with him in any way was a poor life choice, but the charming tilt of his handsome face and the erotic purr of his baritone was enough of a lure to make anyone cross the line. Ruan would’ve had to be dead not to be affected by the tattoo artist leaning against the post a few feet away, but there was also a good chance that even if he were a corpse, Ivo would somehow get under his skin.

The artist certainly was getting under more than a couple of the responding officers’ skin just by standing there. Gomez kept shooting looks toward Ivo, the sloe-eyed cop’s mouth seemingly torn between a come-hither smirk and a scowl whenever he caught Officer Tignell laughing as she guarded the perimeter of the scene, talking Ivo up as she warned the occasional person away from the sidewalk.

“Did you hear me, detective?” Sergeant Baker was the lead officer on the scene, a seemingly straightlaced, middle-aged black woman with a thick Boston accent. Her voice was a brisk slice of cold through his hot thoughts, demanding his attention. “You can go now. I think we’ve got everything handled.”

Ruan was thankful she didn’t question what he was doing out in the wee hours of the morning, and he was never more relieved at not having a shot of bourbon after coming off shift. He’d been bleary-eyed and worn out but wound too tightly to sleep. So even though he didn’t live in the best of neighborhoods, he strapped on his off-duty piece and made the long slog down to the piers, hoping the walk would tire him out enough so he could catch a few hours before going back on again.

He’d debated going past the shop just to see if Ivo was working, and even though he dismissed the idea as juvenile, his feet seemed to think otherwise. Everything was upside down in his head, starting from the moment Ruan practically choked on his own tongue when the pretty boy he’d rescued a few years before opened the front door of the sympathy-notification call he had to make to Mace Crawford, to now, when he was flirting with taking things further with Ivo.

That whole case had been a clusterfuck. There were a few times when it was difficult to put aside a murder victim’s bigoted and poisonous existence, but he’d sworn to uphold the law, and the moment he compromised those values would be the day he turned in his badge. Crawford seemed like the only good thing to come out of the victim’s life, and from what little Ruan gleaned from interacting with the firefighter in his adopted family, the man Mace became had more to do with the four men he called his brothers than the man who’d been his father.

Seeing Ivo Rogers had just been the rancid cherry on top of the shit sundae he’d been served that day. Ruan’s thoughts already seemed to circle back to the night he found Ivo sitting on a cop car hood with bloodied fists and sparkling shoes. Waiting on the doorstep to deliver difficult news was the last thing any cop wanted to do, but combined with getting hit by the full force of Ivo’s lush mouth and long-lashed blue eyes, Ruan knew he was never going to be able to dislodge the inker from his mind.

Especially when his brain—despite being there to inform a man of his father’s death—latched on to wondering what Ivo tasted like.

“Detective?” Baker’s irritation rumbled through her voice. “Is there anything else you need, Nicholls?”

“Did you need anything else from Rogers?” he heard himself ask. It must’ve been his lack of sleep and the caseload he was carrying, because Ruan couldn’t seem to shake the fog from his brain. “If you’re done, I can walk him up to where he’s parked, just in case that other guy circles back.”

There was no chance in hell the other assailant was going to circle back, not through a sea of cops and certainly not to have another go at Ivo, who’d made a terrifying sight holding a baseball bat while wearing high-heeled boots.

“That’s not a bad idea,” Baker remarked. “If you could, that would be a great help. I can cut some of these guys loose to go back on patrol as soon as you give the all-clear. Yeah, we’re done with him, so he can go. If we need anything else, we can hunt him down. We got all the contact information we need.”

“Have a good night, then.” Ruan hoped he sounded more in control than he felt. “See you around.”

“Only because you live here,” she shot back. “Seriously, Nicholls, sometimes you’ve got to put the badge down and have a life.”

“That’s what I was doing. Sort of. Before all of this happened.” He shrugged, giving her a final wave. “Sometimes, you go for a walk to clear your head, and the next thing you know, you’re back to being a cop again.”

 

 

DETECTIVE RUAN Nicholls.

Ivo rolled the man’s name around on his tongue, tasting at the bitter edges of it. It suited him. It was a hard name, carved out of stone and gilded with steel instead of gold. He listened as the female cop chattered to him, slipping slivers of information about the stormy-eyed man who’d ridden in to rescue him twice now.

Even if Ivo hadn’t needed rescuing.

Okay, he conceded, Ruan helped. He wasn’t stupid enough to believe he couldn’t use some backup in a fight. He left that kind of woeful ignorance to his older brother Gus.

The detective was worn around the edges and wearing the world’s dirt on his soul. Even taking into account it was the early hours of the morning, Nicholls was ground down to the bone. His green eyes were flat and faded in the washed-out light, and every line on his face was picked deep with shadows. He was only an inch or two shorter than Ivo, but he seemed shorter tonight, more folded in on himself. His expressions during the circus act of the cops milling about ran a tight spectrum between rigidly authoritative and sheer exhaustion.

Ivo wasn’t a nurturer, or at least not to anyone outside of his brothers, but there was something about Nicholls that made him want to open up a can of soup and force-feed it down Ruan’s throat.

Fisherman’s Wharf was very different in the wee hours of the morning. Nearly empty of people, it was kind of like walking through a circus once the crowds left the final show. The lights were still on, flashing bright neon swirls meant to pull in disinterested passersby, performing their illuminated acrobatics to a deserted wasteland of fast-food wrappers and the occasional cop. In a few hours, kitchen staff would be trickling in to prep for another busy day of tourists and heavy rush hours, but for right now, the broad street and curving sidewalks were quiet.

There was more than a whiff of the bay in the air—that odd kelp-kissed, salty brackish perfume with a hint of fish and a slap of metal and diesel from the boats anchored off the piers. If Ivo listened carefully, he could hear the sharp barks of sea lions arguing their way through an interrupted slumber, probably jostling for space. It was odd not to smell food or even the acrid sting of alcohol from the legion of bars strung up and down the walk, but those would return once the sunrise hit the horizon.

He hoped to be home and passed out by then, but there was still the small question of waking Bear up to tell him why there was plywood across the shop’s front window. Nicholls’s gaze shuttered, any spare light in his eyes dimming down until nothing remotely lifelike remained in them. The set of his mouth thinned out his lips, and his jaw worked, a muscle jumping along its length. The shadows played with the shape of his face, catching on his once- or-twice-broken nose, throwing it into silhouettes against a fast-food joint’s illuminated advertising panel. Standing on the sidewalk a few feet away from the shop, there was enough space between them and the cops to give the illusion of privacy, but Ivo edged closer around the building, silently drawing Ruan along with him.

“You okay, man?” Ivo asked. “Because you don’t look okay.”

“I’m… good,” Ruan muttered back. “Nothing a good cup of coffee can’t solve.”

Ivo’d spent years watching people, listening to them as they spoke about the things that were important enough for them to want to wear on their skin. He’d learned along the way that sometimes the tiniest red heart on a woman’s ankle was as much of a shout out against the establishment and oppression as a full back piece of social activists’ portraits. He might not have been as insightful as Bear, but he’d learned enough over the years to know when someone was lying to him. Detective Ruan Nicholls was spinning such a huge tale his nose should have been as long as his right leg.

Pursing his mouth for a moment, Ivo considered letting the lie go, but his curiosity and the seemingly unshakable need to know more about Ruan egged him on. He didn’t put any heat on his words but enunciated enough to be quite clear.

“Bullshit.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, watching Ruan’s expression heat up, putting life back in his pale green eyes. “Life’s too short to be fucking around and not saying what you mean. Sure, I might have to work at some diplomacy, but at least you know what you see with me is what you get. So I’m calling bullshit on you being okay. Don’t make me kick your ass in front of your siblings over there.”

The uneven lighting bleached the color from Ruan Nicholls’s features, composing him out of shades of gray and white. The weariness Ivo saw in him deepened, chain links forged by countless days of slogging through God only knew what, and the borderline sarcastic smile the detective gave him did nothing to lift that weight.

“Right. Sure, you’ll kick my ass.” Ruan glanced down at Ivo’s boot, smirking. “I can just walk away. Not like you’d be able to run in those things.”

“Dude, you have no fucking idea what I can do in these things. I’ve sprinted in worse across campus when it was full-out raining and worked the shop in them when I was interning,” Ivo snorted. “Kicking your ass to next Sunday is nothing. I didn’t go out into the world to play.”

“Really, because from where I’m standing, that’s all you’re doing to me.” Nicholls didn’t seem like he was that bothered by anything, but he was hard to read. His broad shoulders were relaxed and his chest wasn’t pushed out, his balance resting on his whole foot and not just his heels. Still, flint and steel hardened Ruan’s gaze, his stern expression at odds with his casual lean toward Ivo. “What the fuck were you thinking? Coming out of the shop with a damned bat? You could have been killed.”

“What the hell were you doing down here this late? That’s what I’m asking,” Ivo replied, ignoring Ruan’s question. It was something he’d learned to do when arguing with Gus and Mace—distraction at its finest, but Ruan wasn’t going to let go of the virtual bone he clenched in his teeth.

“Don’t even start with that shit. I live up a few blocks, remember?” He stepped forward, tightening the space between them. The saltiness of the pier air dipped, dropping away under the sharp tang of a citrusy soap the detective used. “You’re damned lucky I decided to take a walk after I got home, or Harry and his friend would have carved you up for breakfast.”

“Nobody asked you to stop,” he pointed out, and Ruan’s upper lip curled into a snarl. “You could have just walked away.”

“I should, because God fucking knows, you’re not good for my blood pressure, but apparently with you, I just don’t know how to walk away.” Ruan sighed heavily. “Seriously, coming down the street and seeing you there… almost fucking killed me.”

Ruan took another step, and Ivo could feel his warm breath ghost across his cheek. Ruan’s fists kept clenching and unclenching, almost as if he wanted to punch something… or someone. Or least that’s what Ivo believed until Nicholls reached forward, tangled his fingers into the hair at Ivo’s nape, then tugged him forward into a fierce, mind-blowing kiss.

 

 

KISSING IVO Rogers when he was dead tired and wrung out was possibly the stupidest thing he’d ever done. It was right up there with the time he tossed his loaded weapon onto his bed when he first came home from the police academy. It’d taken two days, a lot of spackle, and a whole lot of begging to get the old lady who lived next door not to take him down.

It was stupid, because there was never going to be anything between them. There couldn’t be, but damn if Ruan didn’t want something. Anything.

The tattoo artist lived in a different world—a cotton-candy, super sweet utopia where wearing eyeliner and high heels wouldn’t get his face punched in. He was swaddled in a protective layer of recklessness and ignorant youth. He would never understand the need to keep his desires locked away, to bite the inside of his cheek when someone called him faggot, or to walk away from an uneven fight. Ruan already saw that happen once. There was going to come a time when Ivo Rogers picked a fight with someone bigger and stronger than he was, and all that would be left of him would be a smear on the sidewalk and the broken pieces of his skull lying in the gutter.

Ruan already had the blood of someone he cared about caked beneath his fingernails. He couldn’t stand the thought of being there when it happened to the brash, smart-mouthed man who’d snagged his attention and wouldn’t loosen his grip on Ruan’s cock—even if Ivo didn’t realize he was holding Ruan hostage.

He just wanted a taste.

One small sip from the fiery, cinnamon-scented lava of Ivo’s mouth.

He should’ve just flown to the sun, stuck a straw into its depths, and sucked in as much as he could before he burst into flames.

Ruan was lost as soon as his lips touched Ivo’s. Every second slowed to what seemed like a year. His senses were hyper sharp, drinking in everything he could from that eternal moment. He expected Ivo’s hair to be rough from its unnatural colors, but instead it was as if he was running silk strands across his fingers. Tightening his grip made Ivo gasp, a plume of candied sweetness blooming in Ruan’s mouth as he sealed their kiss tightly, capturing Ivo’s lips. The brush of his thumb against Ivo’s high cheekbones was a study of textures—the rasp of a day-old scruff, then the powdery smoothness of the skin beneath his ear.

His cock hummed and danced, or at least that’s what it felt like. His stomach tangled in on itself, finding razor blades within its folds so Ruan sliced himself open every time he thought to take a breath. He was scared as hell to let Ivo go, not wanting to face the condemnation and those complicated, stormy blue eyes or maybe even the sneer on his beautiful mouth when Ruan pulled away.

If only he could keep their kiss from ending, Ruan could balance on the dangerous edge between falling for a man he couldn’t understand and not caring if he broke his heart into a million tiny pieces when Ivo flung it away. It was stupid to want another man as much as he did, even dumber to weave lust and an unhealthy obsession together into a basket he would probably live in for the rest of his life.

Ruan knew he could still walk away with most of his soul and mind intact… if he could just let go.

The kiss fell away, ending as savage and sweet as it began with Ivo’s heavy breathing on Ruan’s flushed face. Gasping for any bit of air, Ivo’s laughter was punched through with sliced hiccups, serrated holes of silence as Ruan tried to find the edges of his sanity. Ivo rested his forehead against Ruan’s, chuckling as he finally was able to catch enough of a breath to speak.

“Well shit,” Ivo stammered, the whispering touch of his words sliding over Ruan’s face, mimicking the kiss they just shared. “If that’s what you can do in public, I can’t fucking wait to see what you can do on that couch of yours. Because hell, Ruan… what you do to me. No fucking way I’m walking away from you.”

And with that sibilant murmur, Ruan was lost, aching hard and filled with ghosts of what-ifs at the idea of Ivo Rogers in his life.

“Okay,” Ruan muttered and sucked in one more deep inhale of Ivo’s masculine scent. “How about if we go over to Frankie’s and see if we can’t find an open booth. You and I’ve got a lot to talk about.”




Seven

 

 

IVO WANTED nothing more than to find a booth down at Frankie’s and share a plate of messy fries with the cop who’d come out of the shadows to rescue him, but the achingly familiar sound of a vintage International Harvester Scout’s rattling frame sent glacial chips through the heat simmering through him. Ivo intimately knew the sound of the two-door proto-SUV’s throaty engine and its somewhat dubious creaking suspension, especially when driven over the uneven one-way street running down toward the pier. He’d listened for that sound late at night while reading in bed, way past his bedtime and eating up the hours before he had to wake up for high school. There would be no hiding, especially not since the Scout’s beams painted them in bright light. Even with his back facing the Scout’s approach, there was no way he could mask who he was—not with his height, not with his build, and certainly not with the high-heeled boots he’d put on that night.

So it came as no surprise to Ivo when the Scout pulled up next to the curb, its passenger window rolled down, and he heard his brother Luke call out his name. Before he could turn around to answer, a deeper, rougher voice boomed out.

“Are you okay? And who’s that?” Bear growled, his rumbling tone deepened with worry and probably lack of sleep. “What’s going on at the shop?”

“Fuck. I forgot.” Guilt pricked through Ivo and he muttered under his breath, “Hell, you’ve got my head turned around.”

He’d texted Bear and was told to wait. There hadn’t even been a discussion with the other detective about how he was going to hang around and his brothers would be there in a little bit so they could block off the broken windows better. Instead, he’d fallen into step behind Ruan without a care in the world. He’d left the shop on shaky ground and walked away, his head swimming in God knew what and happily skipping off to sniff at Ruan’s tail. It was the most irresponsible, stupid thing he’d done in a hell of a long time, and there was no one he could shunt the blame off on. He’d walked away from the broken-into shop and blew off his brothers coming down. Lines of excuses rolled through his thoughts, but he shoved them aside. He knew better. If someone else had pulled the same stunt, he would have ripped them apart.

“I fucked up, Bear. I don’t know what I was thinking. I tightened everything down as best I could, but I totally fucking forgot you were coming down with the plywood.” His hands were rough on his face, callused from yardwork and overwashing after doing tattoos, but the rasp felt kind of good, a bracing shock of sensation anchoring Ivo to the here and now. “I’m sorry. Fuck.”

“Did you leave the shop unlocked?” Bear asked quietly through the window.

“No,” Ivo replied, shaking his head. “The grates are down, and I slid those padding sheets behind the window frames. I locked the front door, but I don’t even remember if I turned off the lights.”

“It’s okay, kid,” his older brother responded. “You and I’ll talk about that later. Who’s that?”

No matter how old he got, Ivo knew he was always going to be the baby. There were times when that came in handy, but mostly it was an irritation. It jerked him back from being a sexual, vibrant man to a little snot-nosed kid who needed Kleenex and spent most of his childhood in the offices of various authority figures. Nothing stripped away the man like the promise of chastisement in an older brother’s voice.

Exhaling a frustrated sigh, Ivo tilted his head back to stare at the dusty overhang above them and said, “This is Detective Nicholls. He—”

“That’s the cop that brought you home that night.” Ivo could hear Bear’s frown through the darkness and appreciated Luke’s continued silence. “Isn’t he also working the case about Mace’s dad? Let me go park the car, and why don’t you meet us up front? I’ll see you by the front door in five minutes.”

“Your brother’s sharp,” Ruan muttered. “I take it coffee is off, then?”

“It’s not only off, it’s been rescheduled as an interrogation. So it’s probably best if you take off,” Ivo responded. “I’ll call you later.”

“I’m more than willing to help you guys lock the shop down.” Ruan grinned at Ivo’s tortured sigh. “What’s the worst that can happen? Your brothers are going to try to beat me up?”

“Worse. They’re going to ask you every question under the sun.” Resigned, Ivo headed back to the front of the shop, not waiting to see if Ruan followed him. “It’s your funeral, Ruan, but if I were you, I would head home and crawl into bed, because that’s what I would rather be doing right now.”

 

 

LUCAS MUÑOZ was an enigma, and no matter how Ruan came at him, the lanky Hispanic man slid away. Any hope he had of getting inside information about Ivo withered away when Luke took Ruan’s measure with a single raking glance, then grunted under his breath, turning away to mark off the length they needed for the window break at the front of the shop.

Ivo and Bear towered over Luke, but there was no sign the dark-eyed man was intimidated by his adopted brothers. He stood quietly while the other two bickered about how best to fix the openings, their exasperation growing when another pane grew a thick crack through it when Bear’s elbow hit the window. It was probably compromised by age and trauma, so the brothers collectively decided to brace up the entire front of the shop and replace everything. Luke said nothing through this discussion, but at the end of stating his case, Bear glanced at Luke, who gave him a short nod. After making a satisfied noise, Bear declared the issue done with and they moved on.

It was a telling exchange. The body language of the brothers shifted the way Ivo presented himself. The cockiness was there and he seemed calmer in some ways, but there was a dash of sullenness to his demeanor, a bit of an aggravated pout on his face when Bear pointed out he would have to change his shoes.

Ruan also noticed the eldest brother had been introduced to him as Barrett Jackson rather than the nickname the brothers used between them.

There was no reason for him to stay and help, and he bit his tongue when Luke assured Ruan they had Ivo’s back and he could go home. He did get a bit of a reaction—a lifting of Luke’s dark eyebrows—when he glibly responded he was there for the duration.

In all of his years as a detective, he’d never once run across a family quite like Ivo’s.

The brothers each had their place but deferred to Bear. There was definitely a pecking order, going from oldest to youngest, but there was delicate care given to Ivo by the other two. He didn’t become a child. Ivo was still very much a man, but they handled him differently than they did each other. It was evident in small things they did—the nonchalant way Bear retrieved a pair of Converses from somewhere in the stall and pressed them against his youngest brother’s stomach while walking by seemed like a wrapped-up-neat package of an argument they’d had a million times before with the same outcome every single time. It was done without malice or comment, although Ruan caught the tightening of Ivo’s gaze and the barest hint of a grumble when he sighed.

Luke was different. He touched Ivo’s shoulder and lower back when he leaned over and whispered into Ivo’s ear as he sat down on a bench to change his shoes. Whatever the rangy, cautious man said got a husky laugh out of Ivo, and the smile on Luke’s face was beatific, brightening the shadows in his eyes.

There was no doubt in Ruan’s mind about how the brothers felt toward their youngest. He was cherished and definitely their favorite. It said something about the man he’d become. Ruan found a flicker of something distasteful at the back of his brain, recognizing it for what it was—envy.

There were definitely fucked-up things in Ivo’s life, or at least there had been. Those ghosts lingered, rattling their chains and stalking Ivo’s every move, but they didn’t seem to burden him, not like Ruan’s did. It all could’ve been just smoke and mirrors with Ivo being able to put up a better front than most, but deep down inside, Ruan didn’t think that was true.

In a lot of ways, Ivo apparently had his shit more together than Ruan did, and he was amused to discover it kind of pissed him off.

He shouldn’t have been having thought-provoking epiphanies after a long day’s work, then a violent confrontation, but the universe and God obviously had different plans. It was hard to admit he’d dismissed Ivo as frivolous, given the evidence in front of him. He’d taken in the arrogance, dappled hair, and in-your-face presence as the byproducts of a coddled existence. Instead, he got a good long hard look at a man raised with the freedom to explore by men who probably took more than a few kicks in the teeth. With his brothers, Ivo pushed less, but he also seemed safe, sliding into a space made for him and confident he could take on the world.

It really pissed Ruan off.

Luke probably heard him chuckling, because he stopped pulling at the tape measure Ruan held in his hands and looked up with intense confusion. Glancing down at the piece of paper with numbers scribbled all over it, he said, “Am I getting something wrong? What’s so funny?”

That was kind of a sink-or-swim moment. He and Ivo weren’t in a relationship, not by any means, and they’d shared nothing more than a dinner, a deep searing kiss, and a late-night knife fight amid glass shards, but Ruan recognized there was something there, something he ached for. The man staring at him from across a sheet of plywood was someone important to Ivo, and Ruan would have to deal with that relationship if ever he took a step forward with the complicated tattoo artist.

Taking a deep breath, Ruan went all in, rolling out a gruff honesty as he said, “I was just thinking about your baby brother and how I thought he was probably just a spoiled brat.”

Luke’s snort was loud enough to make an elephant jealous. “You said thought. So not so much now?”

“Maybe a little bit,” Ruan admitted, adjusting the tape measure when Luke tried to straighten out its angle. “I don’t know how much he’s told you, but—”

“Ivo tells me a lot. I know about you. Well, at least about that night you brought him home,” he commented, his attention back on the piece of paper, scribbling something in the corner with a pencil he’d sharpened with a knife. “It’s kind of weird to have you pop back up, but sometimes life does some stupid crazy things. But then, so does Ivo. So, if he wants to get involved with a cop, he’s going to do just that, because you might’ve been just walking by when all of this shit happened, but you didn’t have to hang around. That tells me something is going on.”

“Is this where you threaten to break my legs if I hurt him?” Ruan teased, but from Luke’s calculating glance, it didn’t seem like any of the humor settled. “Because I get it. He’s your baby brother, and that’s pretty much standard operating procedure.”

“You’re a cop. I’m in the business of trying to get kids off the streets and out of homes where they’re in danger.” The pencil stopped its scribbling, and Luke rested his hands against the plywood. “Ivo came out of that world. He came out of that kind of shithole, and we spent a lot of time and energy washing its filth off of him. I don’t know what’s going on between the two of you, but no, I don’t want him to get hurt. Not by you. Not by anyone.”

“I don’t know what’s between us. Being honest with you, I don’t know,” Ruan replied. “But I think no matter what happens, he’ll be okay. He’s pretty strong. He doesn’t back down, which sometimes is a detriment, but he’s not weak. I’ve seen him take a lot and just keep going.”

“That’s what you think.” The sound of Ivo’s laughter coming from the front of the shop was as bright as the lights chasing away every shadow in the corners of the long front room. A ghost of a smile teased Luke’s mouth, but it never took hold, much like the banter Ruan tried to lay down. “Just because he looks strong, doesn’t mean you’ve got to test him until he breaks.”

“That’s the last thing I want.” He was on a precipice, one he hadn’t seen before he took a wrong step someplace in the conversation. Ruan had no idea how to get back to safe ground, and it didn’t seem like Luke Muñoz was going to help him. “I just want to get to know him. See where things go. You okay with that at least?”

“Ivo’s going to do what he’s going to do. He always has. Of all of us, he fought the hardest to come home. He did everything he could to break loose of the system, and if there’s one thing he learned growing up, it’s that if he hammers away at something long enough, it’s going to give way. He’s got a lot of fight in him, and for the longest time, that’s all he knew. That’s not what I want for my baby brother.” Luke picked up his pencil again, a not-so-subtle hint their conversation was going to come to a fast, hard end. “I know what you deal with on a day-to-day basis, and that’s not something I want Ivo to come home to. Ever. So before you think about getting into anything with my brother, I’m just going to tell you to wash your hands and feet before you get near him. Because if I find one speck of dirt left on his soul from what you’ve dragged home, we’re just going to skip over the threatening part and get right down to business.”

 

 

“I SWEAR to God, every time I sweep up a piece of glass, five more appear,” Ivo complained to Bear’s back. “Where the fuck is this all coming from? You only broke one other window, and I’d already cleaned up most of the first one.”

“You call that cleaned up? There was still glass in the frame.” His brawny brother turned, blocking out most of the light coming from the work lamp they’d anchored to the outer wall, giving them a better view of the sidewalk. “Help me knock out the rest of it so it’ll be easier to take the window out.”

Ivo set the broom aside and hunted down the work gloves and safety glasses Bear brought with him from the house. Demo was an all-too-familiar thing for them. Years of renovating the Craftsman monstrosity Bear bought on a foreclosure sale meant learning how to install a toilet and tear down wallpaper. They all had things they were good at, but Ivo enjoyed demo nearly as much as he loved painting.

“What? No sledgehammer?” he teased Bear when his brother retrieved a small rubber mallet from the tool duffel bag sitting near the shop’s front door. “Don’t trust me?”

“Why would I trust you? You’re the reason we had to get a beam put up to support the first floor because you took out that wall between the living room and the kitchen,” Bear shot back, handing over the mallet. “Try not to break my foot this time.”

“Mace was the asshole who handed me that cinder block,” Ivo reminded him. “I was a skinny shrimp. He looks like the body double for a large green guy you’ve got to coax down by telling him the sun is setting. Of course I was going to drop it. He lobbed it over at me like it was a fucking basketball.”

“Tell that to my toes. Just be careful,” Bear warned, picking up the broom. “I’ll sweep as you go. Once we’re done out here, we’ll go back and do a final sweep with wet cloths. I don’t want anybody to pick up anything in their foot. We’ll do the inside, then get those boards up. You going to be following us home, or did you make other plans?”

It never failed to amaze Ivo how Bear could always circle back around to the one piece of conversation Ivo fought so hard to hide from. It probably had to do with the fact that Ivo came into the family after Bear had just survived three teenaged boys going through puberty and was fully equipped to deal with anything Ivo could throw at him. Nothing fazed his older brother, just like nothing threw him off the hunt once he got a whiff of something to chase. Bear chose his battles wisely, usually only picking at the pieces of Ivo’s life he wanted his family to ignore.

And if there was anything Ivo wanted Bear to ignore right now, it was Ruan Nicholls.

Ivo opened his mouth, about to spin Bear away from the topic of the detective, when his older brother shook his head and said, “I saw the two of you kissing. So, how about if you swallow those lies sitting on your tongue and cough up a little bit of the truth.”

Bashing out glass seemed a cathartic way to destroy something while being dragged through a conversation he really didn’t want to have. Leaning over the window opening, Ivo tapped carefully against the shards of glass still embedded in the frame. “I’m an adult now. In case you’ve forgotten.”

“Really?” Bear’s eyebrow lifted up, and he scratched at his beard with his thumb and leaned on the broom. “Because here I am thinking an adult wouldn’t of walked away from the shop and left it open like you did.”

Ivo’s stomach clenched and he swallowed his retort. “Okay. I deserved that, but it wasn’t like I went far, and there were still cops here. It wasn’t like anybody could get in and—”

“You know what that sounds like, right?” Bear murmured.

Ivo stopped tapping on the glass and closed his eyes, taking a moment. Exhaling the heat he held in his stomach, he glanced back at his brother. “Yeah, sounds like excuses.”

“I’m not beating you up for walking away from the shop—”

“Really?” Ivo lobbed the word back at Bear, mimicking his tone. “Because it sure as fuck feels like it.”

“I’m not. You’ve had a couple of really long days and got into it tonight. I’m not going to lie to you and say I wasn’t scared when I got your call. I don’t like the idea of you being down here by yourself, and before you jump down my throat, I want to tell you I don’t like the idea of any of us being down here at two in the morning.” Bear slid the safety glasses off his face, his eyes reddened and damp. “If you’d left the shop wide fucking open and came home safe, I’d be okay with that. Everything inside there could be replaced. Everything but you.

“But a lot of that has to do with me wanting to protect you, and I understand that. It’s hard sometimes to remember you’re not that little kid anymore. My first instinct is always going to be to hold you up and catch you when you fall. We’ve been doing it for so long that it’s habit,” Bear continued. “You’ve been doing really well these past few years, and I guess—”

“You’re waiting for the proverbial other shoe to drop?” Ivo snorted, bitterness in his belly finally burning the back of his throat. “It’s been a long time since I’ve… felt that bad. Tonight was just me fucking up. I’m going to own that. I don’t see what that has to do with Ruan. He’s a pretty decent guy who kind of pulled my ass out of the fire tonight, if I’m going to continue this whole honesty thing.”

“Have you been seeing him? How close are you?” Bear’s pale blue eyes narrowed, his face screwed up in a scowl. “How long have you been dating a cop?”

“We’re not dating. At least not yet. I don’t even know how to fucking date. We had dinner once and nothing happened other than me getting heartburn from Singapore noodles, and I’d only seen him two times before then. Remember? He brought me home that night. Tonight, he was actually going for a walk and ended up down here at the right time. He doesn’t live that far away.” Ivo tsked. “What do you care that he’s a cop? Mace is a fireman. Ruan’s a detective. So he carries a gun and tries to figure out who’s a murderer. At least he doesn’t run into burning buildings.”

“Kiddo, I just want you to be careful. That’s all. Ruan’s probably a great guy, but I’m guessing he doesn’t know you that well yet. So I just wanted to tread lightly.” Bear tugged off one of his work gloves, tucking it under his arm, then reached out to ruffle Ivo’s hair. “I still get scared sometimes. If I don’t hear from you. If I can’t find you. I can’t even begin to describe the terror I wake up with some nights, and it takes everything I’ve got to not go down the hall to make sure you’re asleep in your bed. And some nights I just give in because I just need to see that you’re okay.”

“I’m okay,” Ivo murmured, leaning into his older brother’s hand. “I promise, I’m not going to let it get as bad as it did before. You’re never going to have to cut me down again, Bear. I’m never going to do that to you again. I fucking promise you that.”




Eight

 

 

“I THOUGHT you said this gets easier,” Maite complained in a low whisper, her face nearly covered by a dish towel folded over handfuls of melting ice. “Because from where I’m standing, it’s just getting worse.”

His partner wasn’t wrong. Some days were better than others, but today had been a long stretch of frustration leading to a house raid where they found their suspect naked in a tub filled with bubbles and a couple of rubber duckies. It had taken them two hours to get the irate man out of the bathroom, wrestling him with the help of five uniformed officers and a random animal control officer who’d been visiting an elderly woman down the hall to drop food off for her senior cat.

Maite took a hit to her nose when someone’s elbow strayed too close to her face, and Ruan made a run for cups of ice from a taco shop next door to the apartment building to keep the swelling down. After completing their booking, they’d come back to the bullpen to find their desks hosting a cadre of rubber ducks dressed as cops. Laughing, he picked up one he liked and tucked it into his jacket pocket, leaving the rest for Maite to clean up or keep.

The arrest was a good one, a satisfying conclusion to a month-long case with little to go on and scraps of information Ruan and Maite stitched together, leading them to an epic battle with a man and his tub. A little bit of paperwork and he’d be done for the night, returning with Maite tomorrow to interview their suspect, and hoping an eight-hour stretch in jail would loosen his tongue and lead them to someone higher up the food chain. The guy they’d pulled in was definitely one of the burglars, but Ruan wasn’t convinced he was the brains of the outfit. He suspected there was someone else, someone who planned the nearly perfect heists, and unless the dripping-wet man they’d dragged in loosened his tongue, that same someone would get away with it.

Even in the early evening, the police station was a vibrant, noisy mess. If anything, the day shift usually had some sense of decorum, but at night the drunk tank did a steady business and undercover vice seemed to have a revolving door of usual suspects and innocence-proclaiming johns. Friday night seemed to be wrapping up to a spectacular weekend, and so far it seemed to be relatively safe, but then, Ruan knew all too well how someone’s life could implode with the shift of a second.

“I like the ducks,” he said to the detectives’ bullpen. Met with a round of laughter, he grinned at his fellow cops and sketched a short bow. “Thank you for thinking of us. It was really nice of you to donate your own toys for the cause. Feel free to take them back if you want. I don’t want any of you to get lonely in the bathtub.”

The ribbing he got back was profane but friendly. It was funny how a few short years ago Ruan wouldn’t have ever imagined his fellow detectives teasing him like that. There’d always been a distance between him and the others he worked with, a buffer zone he probably put up himself but didn’t know how to take it down. The senior detective’s star helped, but he suspected the world was just shifting around him and he hadn’t been paying attention.

His partner edged past him, catching Ruan in the ribs with her elbow. She was going the long way around, purposefully nudging him aside to get to her desk, but he didn’t blame her. She’d taken a hit during the arrest and endured a lot of teasing from everyone responding to the scene, something she’d shake off and laugh about once the swelling went down. Glaring balefully at the toys, Maite eased down into her chair and grumbled something under her breath.

“What did you say, Suppes?” he teased lightly. “I couldn’t hear you around that glacier you’ve got on your face.”

“You owe me a burrito.” Her voice was muffled through the thick ice pack, but Ruan understood her well enough. “Like, a big fucking burrito. And fries. With cheese on them.”

“I can do that for you.” Ruan chuckled when Maite’s sour look migrated from the ducks to his face. “Don’t glare at me. No one told you to go in like you were on a pay-for-view cage match.”

“Don’t give a shit,” she grumbled back. “Go get me my burrito. And a horchata.”

“What kind of burrito? Because you never know what you’re going to get if you leave it up to me.” Ruan felt his phone buzz in his back pocket, reaching for it while Maite contemplated her options. “Think about it. I’ve got to answer this.”

He was too old to feel butterflies in his stomach, and Ivo certainly wasn’t someone who normally inspired images of rainbows and kittens, but Ruan reluctantly admitted to himself his skin tightened a bit when he saw Ivo’s number flash across the screen. Slipping into an empty conference room, Ruan answered the call, snarling at Maite through the window in the door when she held her fingers up in a heart symbol at him when he looked back at her.

“Hey, you there?” Ivo asked. “’Cause I can hear you breathing but nothing else.”

“Sorry. I was trying to get someplace quiet. I’m at the station. Cops can be loud.” He leaned his back against the door, blocking Maite out of his sight. It was late in his shift, but from what he knew about the shop and the piers, 415 Ink should have been cranking up about now. “I want to be able to hear you.”

“Yeah, you’ve obviously never been in a tattoo shop when a bachelorette party decides they’re coming down to get ink to celebrate their sister-cousin-bestie’s wedding.” Somewhere nearby a car began honking and Ivo swore. “Hold on. Let me get back inside. Got to be quieter than out here. Whatcha doing?”

“I owe Maite a burrito. We had a hard takedown, and she caught friendly fire from someone’s elbow jab. She made me promise to buy her dinner.” Ruan glanced over his shoulder at someone tapping at the glass, catching a grin and a thumbs-up from a uniformed cop walking by. He returned the smile, nodding quickly, then asked, “What are you doing?”

“I was going to ask you if you wanted to grab something to eat after I finish up here, but if you’re going to get a burrito—”

“I said I owed Maite a burrito. I don’t have to eat dinner with her. I’m not even sure if she can eat dinner, because her face looks like it hurts. I think she just wants the burrito in spite.” Another tap and Ruan was treated to a small orchestra of rubber duckies being squeaked at him through the glass door. Shaking his head, he motioned for the cops to keep walking and chuckled. “How about if I take her to the taco stand and then swing by your shop after I run her home? We can grab something to eat down there or I could try to poison you by cooking.”

“Fuck, that sounds really tempting, but I’m going to have to pass on the poison. The piece I’m working on is big, and it’s going to take a couple of weeks to finish the first stage. Maybe you could try your Borgia routine after that? I’ll try to build up an immunity to cyanide and arsenic before then.”

“Well shit, now I have to choose another poison, because those are my favorites, and if you have an immunity, then it’s not going to work,” Ruan shot back. “But is the grabbing something to eat still good? How much time do you need?”

“I’m going to need a bit, but a late dinner sounds great. So yeah, do you feel like swinging by and grabbing me, or do you want to meet someplace? I came in with Bear, but he’s gone home already. I was either going to catch a ride with Rob or take a car back. I’ll probably be good to go at about ten? It depends on how well she sits.” The sound of cheering broke through the phone line, and Ruan heard Ivo sigh. “Don’t get me wrong, because I’m all into people getting inked no matter what they want, but it’s always weird when a bunch of women and their sons come to get something before going to go party. There’s an inflatable sheep being used as a beach ball in my shop right now. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

“Hell, then I guess the rubber ducky I got from the guys here as a prank isn’t going to impress you much. It’s got a badge and aviator glasses and everything.”

“Hey, I like rubber duckies. I’ll have to hide it from my nephew, though. Is ten okay?”

“Yeah, that sounds good. We’ve got a lot of paperwork to do. I’m up for grabbing you, then taking you home too.” It was too early in their relationship to expect anything other than dinner, but Ruan briefly wondered if he’d changed the sheets in the last two months. Or ever. An official date was the last thing he expected two weeks ago, but there he was, holed up in a conference room and murmuring into the phone like a teenager. “I’ll see you then. Good luck with the sheep.”

If the looks he got from Maite before he went into the conference room were cutting, the one she gave him after he came back into the bullpen was nearly as icy as the pack she held on her face. The ducks were gone, squirreled away in a plastic bag sitting on the edge of her desk, but the piles of paperwork seemed to have increased.

“You look goofy,” she finally said, pulling the pack away from her face. Her nose was a glorious lump in the middle of her face, reddened from the cold and promising to bloom into a full array of purple. Liking his own nose where it was, Ruan said nothing about the injury. Cocking her head, Maite studied him carefully. “Like you ate too much cotton candy or something. Was that the little boy you’re chasing on the phone?”

“Trust me when I tell you, he’s no little boy.” He shuffled through the papers left on their desks. “Do you mind if I grab you your burrito on the way to running you home? Or I can have something delivered. If you don’t mind.”

“So you’re going to ditch your partner for a pretty face and a dick?” Maite snorted when he gave her a shrug. “I’d give you more shit about it, but my face hurts too much and I think someone caught me in the kidneys. I’ll let you know if I’m pissing blood tomorrow.”

“Never let it be said you aren’t a classy broad, Detective Suppes,” he said teasingly, but looking up, trying to read any discomfort off of her. “If you’re not feeling right, let’s run you back down to the ER. I can see Ivo another time.”

“You have never ever in the time that I’ve known you had a date,” she pointed out, putting the ice pack back against her nose. “If I were bleeding out from every pore on my body, I wouldn’t tell you, because obviously you like this guy. And you don’t like anybody.”

“I like a lot of people,” Ruan protested, pulling his chair closer to his desk. “I just don’t have time to date.”

“That’s just like somebody saying love is too hot to drink,” Maite mumbled, shifting in her seat. “And I can honestly say I’m speaking for anyone who’s ever met you when I say, anything I can do to get you laid and maybe make you less grumpy, I’m there for it. Because, Nicholls, you know I love you and my family owes you a world of thanks for saving my brother, but man, you are sometimes a grumpy asshole.”

He couldn’t dispute the accusation, especially since, after a year riding with him, Maite finally confessed she’d been scared to death of him when she was assigned as his junior partner. Digging through his notes of the arrest, Ruan chuckled. “So the snatch-and-grab burrito is good?”

“And don’t forget the fries. Lots of cheese. And some pico de gallo.” Maite began digging through the ducks, then perked up. “And the horchata. A big huge fucking bucket of horchata. And if you don’t want me to grill you about your date, you should probably toss in a churro or two.”

 

 

THERE WAS a simple beauty in an older woman—a purity of the soul having settled down through life, a river-tumbled gemstone run smooth from its journey through the waters and over unforgiving rocks. If there was anything Ivo loved more than art, it was people and the delicate strata layers of personality they brought with them.

The bachelorette party had run its course, spilling back out into the street, and he welcomed the silence. His next tattoo had come from very far, a windswept country with its soil soaked with blood and its people with spines forged from steel. He could see that in her when she came through the door—a nearly six-foot-tall warrior dressed in a flowing shirt the color of seafoam, a long black skirt, and ribbons of colorful pearls spilling down from around her neck. Her hair was a short, dark auburn bob framing her full face, and her blue eyes had seen so much but still held joy.

Her voice carried over through the shop as she checked in with their latest intern, Monique, a squirrely young woman who’d enthusiastically answered Bear’s ad with a portfolio of anime characters and a history of mopping floors. He didn’t need to hear her name to know the woman was his next client. Her brogue rolled beautifully off her tongue, and her smile lit up her face when Ivo approached, holding his hand out.

“Heather Murgatroyd?” Her handshake was firm, but her smile turned motherly when she glanced down at his feet. “I’m Ivo. We talked on the phone earlier.”

“And all of the emails,” she laughed, a tumble of clear bells accenting her words. “Let me tell you, I would kill myself if I had to wear those heels. How do you balance on those little things?”

“Lots of practice.” He returned her chuckle. “And if I wear them while working in the garden, they aerate the lawn. Come on back and let me show you the final sketch and we can make any changes. Then I’ll probably change my shoes, because trying to ink with these things on sometimes can hurt. My brother Bear swears I’m going to break my neck one day, so it’s kind of a challenge. You know us guys. We can be all ego and bluster.”

“Is there somewhere I can change? I’ve brought a pair of shorts with me so I don’t have to be hiking up my skirt like someone working the streets.” Heather held up a shopping bag. “And if a man named David comes wandering in, that’s my husband. He went to go park the car.” She paused, straightening her shoulders. “It’s okay for him to be here, right? I should have asked ahead of time.”

“You can have a marching band and juggling dogs with you, if you want, so long as they don’t jostle the table,” Ivo reassured her. “Let me show you where the bathroom is, and then we can get to work.”

He knew he’d found a piece of her soul she wanted on her skin when Ivo heard the involuntary breath Heather pulled in when he showed her the sketch. Her fingers traced the kelpie’s twisting body with its fierce horse head and flowing mane blending into a delicate filigree-finned fishtail. As big of a piece as it was, he would have to break it into two sessions, getting all of the line work and as much of the shading as he could that night. It would all depend on her willingness to sit and making sure his hand didn’t cramp up. He’d done a color rendering of the tattoo, mimicking the watercolor splashes and intense, bold hues he wanted to use.

“It’s better than I thought it would be. More than I thought it would be.” Heather’s eyes watered, and she pressed her hand against her throat, blinking furiously. Sitting down carefully on the chair next to his stall’s long massage table, she exhaled slowly. “Are you sure you can get all of that done?”

“It all depends upon you. I think I can do it in two sessions, but your plane trip back is going to be a little uncomfortable. And if you need to tap out, I’ve always wanted to see Scotland,” he teased. “I’m sure I could find a shop there who would host me for a day or two. You can keep the artwork. I did it so you could take that home with you.”

She nodded and perhaps wasn’t trusting her voice, because Heather said nothing, only staring at the watercolor-and-ink rendering he’d done for her.

“Anything you want to change, we can. Better now than thinking about it once it’s on your skin.” Ivo inched his stool closer to the chair she’d settled on. His booth was big enough to hold at least six people with room to spare, but sometimes, when a tattoo was too intimate, the half walls felt like they were closing in. “I need to make sure this is what you want. You’re going to be carrying this with you for the rest of your life.”

“I know. I’ll carry him with me always already. With this, I’ll just… have something I can see, right?” She sniffed, giving him a wavering smile. “This means a lot to me. It’s exactly what I wanted. I’ve always wanted this. As soon as it came to me.”

Memorials were hard, both for the inker and the person getting the tattoo. More than a few times, Ivo’d had his client be overwhelmed by the reality of the artwork and the weight of the tattoo on their skin. It was the reason he did renderings, for those times when the lines and colors became too real and the burden too much to bear. This time it seemed like he would be laying down a bit of ink and possibly, when they were done, pouring out a shot of whiskey for himself, Heather, and her husband, from the bottle Bear kept locked up in the shop’s back office.

“So we’re good?” Ivo handed over the box of tissues he’d put on the counter.

“Yes. More than good, and thank you. Okay, then, let’s do this,” she announced, glancing about her. “But first, I need to find where my husband’s gone off to. He’ll want to be here when you get started, and with my luck, he’s queued up for cheeseburgers at that place next to the parking garage.”

“He wouldn’t be the first one.” Ivo grinned. “That’s what the couch up front is for. Food comas hit hard and fast around here. Come on. Let’s go get this stencil on. Then we’ll be ready to rock this.”




Nine

 

 

RUAN WAS relieved to see the shop was still lit up as he trudged around the corner through the icy wind. Despite Maite deciding she’d ride home with her brother, who’d come off the streets with an arrest half an hour before they called it quits themselves, getting down to the piers seemed to take forever. Traffic was thick, and he’d gone by more than a few lit-up squad cars sitting on the side of the road, their drivers passing out tickets to hopefully contrite drivers. He didn’t have to look up to know it was the full moon—not like he’d have been able to see it through the thick layer of clouds pressing down on the city. The crazies were out, as Cranson liked to say, and they all seemed damned and determined to have a really good time.

A text had taken care of sending an excuse for his lateness, but Ivo replied he was running behind as well. There was still a crowd on the sidewalk, a bit boisterous but without the edge of trouble riding it in. His attention drifted from face to face, a habit he picked up from years of wearing a badge. There was always one instant when things changed, a slight shift in mood or even the wrong eye contact being made between two people walking too close to the line of their tempers. It was a habit that served him well on shift but impossible to break once he clocked out.

But then, feeling the weight of his weapon at his back, Ruan supposed he never really truly clocked out.

415 Ink’s door had an old-school tell of bells dangling over the frame, suspended by a hinge. They rattled and shook when he swung open the door, drawing everyone’s eyes to the front of the shop. Ruan didn’t pay much attention to the others. He recognized the flamboyantly dressed Asian man tattooing in one of the stalls, one of the victims from an assault case and Mace Crawford’s boyfriend. A bubbly young woman asked him if he needed any help or if he was there for an appointment, but Ruan shook his head, muttering a thank-you or something as he went by, and headed toward Ivo’s stall.

Today Ivo was a mix of styles, pairing an oversized white T-shirt with a long dark plaid kilt, but his deep blue eyes were embellished with a smoky ring of kohl. His dark hair with its oil-slick streaks was messy, falling around his face, and for some reason, Ruan’s eyes were drawn to the elegant line of the back of his neck, its pale bent arch touched with something colorful Ruan couldn’t make out past the collar of his shirt. Ivo’s legs were bare, his powerful calves bunching and flexing as he moved gracefully around the massage table in the middle of his stall. The black high-top Converses on his feet were scuffed, and there wasn’t a sign of a sock beneath them, but Ruan knew from experience those sometimes slid down.

He was gorgeous and wild, a fanged hummingbird among sparrows, and not for the first time since he’d seen Ivo, Ruan felt completely out of his depth. He felt old—not Cranson old but definitely worn around the edges. He didn’t know when he’d ever been that young or even that courageous. It took everything he had to come out at work, and even that was more of a slither than throwing himself into the universe and daring anyone to challenge him. It could have been there was too much of his grandmother’s Catholic guilt woven around his mind or the promise he’d made to himself not to end up like his mother, her desperate crawl to find someone to attach herself to shaping his views on relationships.

Ruan had never had a successful thing with anyone, but since most of his encounters were fleeting and usually physical, he didn’t expect much. Coming up on Cranson at one in the morning was getting to be a habit, and as much as he liked the crusty ancient sailor, he was unsatisfied. Ruan would even go so far as to say he was unhappy. The day-to-day slog was becoming a way to pass the time. Even as fulfilling as closing an investigation was, it was as if he went home and hung himself up in the closet, falling into a numb stasis until it was time to strap on his gun and badge again.

Ivo threatened that existence, just as he challenged Ruan’s idea of what it was to be a man. Ruan didn’t know if he was ready for that. He didn’t know if he would ever be ready, but something drew him to Ivo, and deep down inside, if he walked away, Ruan sensed he would regret it for the rest of his life.

It was obvious Ivo had just finished a tattoo. There were tiny pots of paint everywhere and several odd-looking machines with bristles of needles laid out on a rolling medical tray. The young woman bounced a few steps behind Ruan, calling out to Ivo that he had a visitor, as if he couldn’t see Ruan approaching.

“Yeah, I’ve got it, Moni. Why don’t you start the cleanup, and I’ll break down my machines so they can go into the ultrasound and autoclave.” Ivo stepped forward, caught in the moment of something, and Ruan realized he didn’t know how to greet the man. He was pleasantly surprised to get a brush of a kiss across his cheek, Ivo’s light stubble scraping his skin. The touch was extremely masculine and sent a bit of tingle and alarm through Ruan’s senses. “Hey, let me get my stall broken down and stuff put away, then we can go. Grab a seat if you want. I’m gonna need a few minutes.”

There was something different about Ivo—not that different, just different. Picking up a blue pencil sketch on transparent paper, he smoothed out its edges, then tacked it to the wall and ran his finger down the spine of the mermaid-ish horse he’d drawn. As loose of a drawing as it was, there was a vitality and movement to it—a sense of power—and from the look on the horse’s face, a dash of cunning. From the array of inks laid out on the counter, he’d been working on something colorful, and Ivo grinned when he caught Ruan’s perplexed look.

“I was just supposed to do line work and shading tonight, but she was a really good sit, so I was able to get some preliminary color work done.” Ivo turned his attention back to the machine in his hand. “She and her husband came over from Scotland, and I’m only going to have another session with her before she goes back. The more I get done on the first pass, the less she has to sit for before she gets back on the plane.”

“She came all the way from Scotland for a tattoo?” Ruan shoved his hands into his jeans, rocking back on the heels of his cowboy boots. “Really?”

“I’ve had people come farther,” Ivo said with a chuckle. “I’m damned good at what I do.”

“No, he doesn’t have an ego,” the Asian inker in the other stall called out, the buzz of his machine stepping up as he did something to the man’s arm he was working on. “Problem is, he isn’t lying. So the asshole is nearly impossible to live with.”

“I think you have me confused with Mace. You know, the asshole you really live with?” Ivo shot back. “Don’t pay attention to Rob. He’s jealous. We just got him graduated up from flash a couple of months ago. The guy he’s working on now? We had to pay him to sit for that.”

“I’m getting paid for this?” The blond with his arm exposed for Rob to work on laughed. “Shit, I would’ve gotten something bigger, then.”

“Both of you shut the fuck up,” Rob grumbled, dipping his needles into a pot of red ink. “Don’t be a smartass or you’re going to be wearing a Hello Kitty tattoo instead of this lion.”

“Like he’s going to be able to tell the difference when you’re done?” Ivo teased, bursting out into laughter when Rob stopped working long enough to flip them off. “But yeah, she came from Scotland for the tattoo. And probably Dungeness crab. Maybe even dim sum. Because let’s face it, if you’re going to go someplace for a tattoo, it definitely should be San Francisco so you can get some great food too. Oh, speaking of food, let me change my shoes and we can go grab something to eat, because my hands hurt and I’m fucking starving.”

“Why do you have to change your shoes?” Ruan glanced down at the black sneakers. “They look fine.”

“I put them on so I could ink. I can’t really tattoo in heeled boots, not for as long as I went. Tears up your ankles worse than walking on them.” Ivo sat down on a wheeled stool and began to unlace his shoes. A pair of red-soled black boots sat next to the cabinet nearby, their heels a delicate spindle barely as wide as a pencil. “I hate these socks. They stay up for everything except for high-tops, and I don’t know why.”

“Do you really need to wear those?” Ruan frowned, the words pushing out of his brain and down his tongue before he gave them much thought. “Don’t you think it’s just a bit… much?”

 

 

IT WASN’T the first time Ivo’s heart stopped. Of course, there was that one time when it literally stopped in midbeat and he’d fallen into a tortured darkness, hoping never to wake up, but fate or destiny refused to let him go. And neither had Bear.

There were smaller times. Smaller hurts. Lesser times when his heart skipped but the pain was just as intense. It was knowing the stream of his life had shifted and there was nothing he could do to dam it up and change its course. This was one of those times, and the pain was quick and sharp, needling through his heart and then down into his stomach.

“A bit much.” Ivo stood, his shoes half untied but his heart pounding unevenly. It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t even a statement. It was more of a reaching out of his thoughts, trying to sort out how he felt. Cocking his head, Ivo leaned against the counter, resting his weight on the heels of his hands. “What did you mean by that?”

To his credit, Ruan didn’t prevaricate or shrug Ivo off. Instead he looked down at the ground, his brow furrowing as he gathered his words together. “I don’t know. I think I just… this isn’t where we should be talking about this.”

“This is exactly where we should be talking about this, because I live here. This is who I am. Moving me into another space isn’t going to change things.” The edge of the counter bit into his palms, but the pain was a welcome sting. Ivo used it to anchor himself, focusing on keeping his voice steady. “I don’t like guns, but I don’t say anything about the one you carry around with you all the time.”

“That’s different. I’m a cop. A gun is a part of that.” Ruan looked up, his handsome face tightening with emotion. “So is the star.”

“That’s my point. It’s as much of a part of you as anything. I can’t change that no matter how much I hate it.” Ivo let out the sour breath he had brewing in his lungs. “And I fucking hate guns. Tell you what. I’m going to find my own way home tonight, and you get back to me when you figure out why you said that. You know where to find me.”

It was hard staring into Ruan’s conflicted green gaze, but Ivo held his ground. It fucking hurt like hell, but he kept his chin up, refusing to let the lump in his throat steal his breath. He hadn’t realized how much he’d hoped for something, how much he’d wanted Ruan to be someone he shared things with. At some point between seeing the cop on the porch of their house and him walking into 415 Ink after a long grueling day, Ivo had hung the stars and moon on Ruan’s shoulders.

And now they’d all fallen to the floor, their lights flickering and their edges turning to dust.

“Okay. So this is it?” Ruan’s jaw clenched.

“No, I meant what I said.” Ivo finally trusted himself to swallow, but he still couldn’t get around the thickness in his chest. He was too old to cry. They hadn’t even had anything really between them, so it didn’t make sense for there to be so much pain. He’d gone through these kinds of things before. He’d lost count of how many guys he’d turned away because they couldn’t see past the shit they carried in with them. Ruan should’ve been different. Even though Ivo knew Ruan existed in a much tighter world than he did, he’d hoped it would be different. “It’s up to you, Ruan. Think about it. Then come talk to me, because this muchness isn’t going to go away. It’s who I am. It’s not something I play with. Just like you don’t play with your gun. So, take some time and then you let me know.”

For a moment Ivo thought Ruan wasn’t going to leave. He stood in front of Ivo, studying him as if he stared long enough, he would find something to say to break the tension between them. It seemed like a lifetime before Ruan nodded, then wordlessly strode out of the shop, letting the wind storm in from outside, casting the bells over the door into a frenzied cacophony.

At some point in the conversation, Rob had stood up, but Ivo hadn’t noticed. It wasn’t until he saw Rob in the corner of his eye that he realized his brother’s boyfriend had stepped up, willing to enter into the fray. Frowning, Rob tugged at the black gloves he wore on his hands, probably not wanting to get ink on anything he touched.

“I’m sorry, man,” Rob said, gripping Ivo’s left shoulder, squeezing gently. “I know you liked him.”

“I do like him,” Ivo whispered, patting Rob’s arm. “I’m just also really disappointed in him. Get back to work and finish up the piece. Looks like you and Mace are going to be taking me home.”

 

 

IVO MADE it through the front door.

He gave himself credit for that.

The family room seemed so far away, and Ivo had some sense Mace was hounding him, a large bulky shadow taking up air a few feet away. His hands still hurt, cramped from hours of holding the vibrating machine, and his eyes stung. Ivo wanted to blame anything for that sensation along his lashes except for the bitter pain he nursed beneath his heart.

Earl greeted him in the kitchen, a shaggy harbinger of joy and wagging tail. The dog smelled grubby, much like Gus’s kid, Chris, and with the exception of the cat poop he found in the backyard from the neighbors’ tabby, probably had about the same diet as anyone else, plus whatever looked good, no matter if it was edible or not. Ivo was too tall to use Earl as a brace to walk, but the dog wasn’t going to let that stop him. He slammed against Ivo’s bare calves, his massive hard head nearly knocking Ivo off balance when he hit the back of his knee. Ivo didn’t mind. The dog in his own bumbling way helped him eventually find his way to the family room, because for some reason, the lights were wavering a bit and he was having a hard time breathing.

Ivo found his place on the couch mostly by feel and memory. They all had their places on the large sectional, including the dog. It varied depending upon who was home, but there were always spots Ivo found more comfortable than others. He liked the corners. He liked being able to sprawl out and sometimes fling his feet onto the oversized ottoman they used as a table while watching football games or movies.

The family room was the epicenter of the house. It was where Mace fell asleep when his nightmares chased him through his past and where Ivo and Chris built forts out of cushions and blankets, defending their territory with rolled-up magazines as swords when Bear and Gus attacked. Its bookshelves held the debris of their lives and stacks of well-worn novels the brothers passed around. There were trophies and medals as well as diplomas scattered here and there, their accomplishments thumbtacked into their lives by bits of cheap metal and paper they’d fought hard to bring home.

There was always a hint of dog in the air with a whiff of boy. The sectional dominating the center of the room showed signs of wear, most recently dotted with a bit of green lacquer from an ill-fated Saturday nail polishing application when their three-year-old nephew, Chris, chose Mace but their brother lacked the skills to keep the polish on the kid’s nails and not the couch. Since this was something that doomed his career as a tattoo artist, the brothers weren’t surprised and left the green glitter alone, not wanting to risk the fabric by trying to scrub it out.

Ivo’s fingernails found glittery specks, picking at them as he tried to toe off his Converses. He dropped his boots somewhere near the door, hating that they now were stained with a bad memory when he’d loved them so much before. The sneakers were proving impossible to take off, or at least not without actually tugging them free, and Earl seemed intent on getting in the way, shoving his head in between Ivo’s face and knee when he pulled his leg up to get at his laces.

“Seriously, get out of the way, dude.” Ivo lightly shoved Earl back, turning his face when the dog’s tongue danced furiously in the air, flinging spittle about like a sumo wrestler salting the ring. “You’re making this impossible.”

“Let me help you,” Bear said, coming around the couch’s side. “You know he can tell when you’re upset. He just wants to make you feel better.”

His brother ate up most of the light coming from the stained-glass art deco lamp set near the wall-mounted big-screen TV. Cast in silhouette, Bear emerged from the shadows with a startling quiet, probably something he picked up while raising four headstrong young men. Sitting down on the ottoman, Bear winced and moved one of the trays they used to hold drinks and snacks, pulling it out from under him and setting it aside.

“I don’t need you to take care of me, Bear.” Ivo leaned his head back, shouting toward the kitchen, “And I sure as fuck don’t need Mace telling stories about me.”

“Actually, it was Rob, and it was about you changing into your boots. Why are you still wearing these, then?” Bear asked gently, reaching down and grabbing Ivo’s right foot. “Talk to me about the cop. Tell me what happened.”

Ivo hated being the youngest. He hated being the weakest. No matter what he did, he was always going to be the one they watched closely, waiting for him to stumble. He was tired of being the fragile one, the brother everyone tiptoed around when things got a little rough. He knew he was loved. He knew they just didn’t want him to disappear from their lives, fractured beyond saving and falling away into the darkness. As much as Ivo didn’t blame his brothers for hovering over him, he chafed at being hemmed in.

“I don’t want to turn this into a family meeting or something huge. I’m wearing these ’cause it’s raining and those damned boots are expensive. That’s all that counts,” he muttered, fighting Bear slightly for control of his own foot. “Stop that. I’m not a kid. Shit’s going to happen and I’ve got to deal with it. I am dealing with it.”

“If you’re dealing with it,” Bear said, pulling the sneaker off, “then why don’t you want to talk to me about this cop?”

“Because I don’t know what to fucking say,” Ivo hissed, wrestling off his other shoe. He wanted to throw it. He wanted to damage something, but everything in the room was too dear, even the damned television. “I thought he saw me, Bear. I mean, I knew we were going to have some problems because for fuck’s sake he’s a cop, but it’s not like he didn’t know who I was. The first time he met me, I was dressed like a damned Sailor Scout. I’m not a surprise. It just hit me too hard.

“I’m never fucking enough.” The tears finally came, a salty fetid burst of anger and sorrow gushing from wounds half healed over. “I’m sick of getting thrown away or told I’m not what someone wants. What am I supposed to do? Just go hide? Toss out everything that I am because no one’s going to love me?”

“Hey,” Bear scolded him teasingly, gathering Ivo up in a tight hug and sliding onto the couch to sit next to him. “You know we love you, and if that cop can’t see it, see how fucking great you are, then screw him.”

“I know that. It’s just that I get tired. I feel like a doggie bag sometimes. Like when Grandma came that one time to talk to you and she didn’t want to see me and Gus, just you.” Ivo closed his eyes, hating the sickness roiling through him. “I was so pissed off at her. And I was pissed off at you for not going with her, because—”

“I’m never going to leave you. Or Gus, or any of you.” His brother stroked his hair, cradling Ivo tight against his broad chest. “I just don’t want you to feel like you need to change, because you don’t. You’re perfect just the way you are.”

“Then why didn’t Ruan see that?” Ivo sniffed. “If I’m so perfect, why am I so easy to throw away?”




Ten

 

 

“YOU’VE GOT a long face there, boy,” Cranson called out from the shadows of his screened-in porch. “Why don’t you go upstairs and feed that lion you’re keeping, then come back down and have a beer.”

Ruan was about to refuse when he realized he really didn’t want to be alone. He was angry, feeding a festering ball of something fiery in his gut, but he couldn’t quite capture it long enough to examine it. Mumbling a quick agreement, he headed up the stairs and spent a few minutes scratching at Spot’s ears, then left a mountain of wet food in the cat’s dish. Spot trilled a thank-you or perhaps it was an “about damn time,” nearly shoving his face into the mound of fishy shreds. After grabbing a six-pack of Cosmic Cowboy from his fridge, Ruan headed back down, still conflicted about the emotions warring in his head.

His neighborhood was quieter than the piers, but not by much. Down the street, something was going on at the pub, and the faint sounds of a children’s movie being shown at the church on the corner filtered through the periodic jeers and cheering from the bar. He’d grown up in a suburbia where the houses were much farther apart but the neighbors were closer. The cramped-in streets were a labyrinth of old houses and small businesses with a few drops of churches and schools along the way. As much as he liked this neighborhood, there were times when it felt as if the walls were pressing in on him, especially tonight, since he’d walked out of 415 Ink knowing he’d fucked up and unsure of what he could say to fix it.

“Don’t forget to close the screen door,” Cranson said, firing up the electric camp lantern he had on the ground next to his easy chair. “Put the beer in the cooler. There’s enough ice in there to freeze the tits off of a stripper.”

The screened-in porch was kept warm by the restaurant-style space heaters mounted into the eaves, but the edges of the area were still a bit nippy. The chill chased Ruan across the floor, creeping through the heavy fabric of his jeans, easing off when he got closer to the chairs set near the back wall of Cranson’s place. The blue glow from the lantern gave the porch an eerie effect, throwing out odd shapes and shadows against the half walls and onto the old man’s face.

Cranson hadn’t shaved, but that was fairly normal. His scruff was white and uneven, dipping down into the crevices of his tanned face, yellowed around his mouth from the cigars he liked to chew on. Despite the cold weather, he wore a stained wifebeater, leaving his heavily tattooed arms and shoulders bare. His feet were mostly covered by a pair of slide-on mules, the faux sheepskin worn down nearly to nothing, but he never seemed to mind the chill. Nodding toward the cooler, he mumbled a grunting thank-you at Ruan when he was passed a new beer, crunching up the can he’d drained seconds before, then tossing it toward the trash can half filled with empties a few feet away. The old man’s aim was off, but the aluminum ball hit the rim and went in.

Neither one of them cheered. They weren’t the cheering kind of guys.

“There’s a stogie if you want one,” Cranson said after Ruan stowed away the beer. “I can put coffee on if you need it.”

“No on the cigar. I like my lungs.” Ruan cracked open his long-neck bottle, contemplating its cap. “And after the night I’ve just had, it’s definitely time for beer.”

Cranson was probably the closest thing Ruan had to a father figure, and even that was tenuous. They’d known each other for years, and while the old man was world-weary, he was out of touch with nearly everything around him. He’d spent so much time on the sea, enclosed in his own society with its own rules, there was very little for him on firm land that he felt comfortable with. Still, Ruan needed to talk out the festering in him. Maite was out. He didn’t think she would understand how he felt trapped, but Cranson probably would.

“Why don’t you spit out what’s bugging you, boy,” Cranson growled around his cigar, pinching it so he could suck some life back into its ember. “You’ve got shit hanging all over you.”

“Maybe I just came to visit,” Ruan shot back. “Did you ever just think of that?”

“It’s a weekend night, and you’re home early.” Cranson ticked off his points on his fingers. “I saw that pretty boy come visit you the other day. So that tells me you’ve got something on the side if not in the front. From the look on your face, I’m guessing you fucked that up.”

“I did more than fuck up. I think I set everything on fire and then walked away.” Ruan haltingly told Cranson about the conversation he had with Ivo and rubbed at his face in frustration when he reached the end of it. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess maybe I’m just too set in my ways or I can’t see past my own shit.”

“I don’t know how I would feel about seeing a man in high heels. Being honest, not too long ago, that kind of shit would get you killed. Even if I could wear something like that, I wouldn’t.” Cranson took another puff, blowing the smoke out away from Ruan’s face. “It’s all just moving so fast, you know? We don’t have time to adjust, so people call us backwards or say we want to shove everybody back in the closet. I don’t think they know what it’s like to live with that kind of fear. I don’t think people understand how hard it is for some of us. How scared we were… how scared we are.”

“I’m honest about sometimes not being ready to be as out to someone like Ivo. I’ve spent my whole life hiding being gay, and I think that’s going to take me some time to adjust, like you said.” Ruan took a long pull on his beer. “I’m not saying I was right today. Because I wasn’t. I mean, he’s safer here than some places I’ve been, but it’s still in the back of my head. I worked so fucking hard to make sure nobody knew, that it’s just something I do. I don’t know how to be anything else.”

“Ivo? That’s his name?” Cranson peered across the way between the two recliners, grinning around his cigar. “That was a very tall drink of water. What’s he need heels for?”

“I don’t know. I’d say he likes them, but I think it’s more than that.” Ruan shook his head, working the ache out of his fingers. “I feel like he was sent to shake me out of my hole. He’s kind of everything I’ve never been. Shit, you should see some of the artwork he does. I’ve seen the sketches but not any of his tattoos. They’ve got to be fantastic, because he’s got people coming to him to get things done on them. This one woman came from Scotland to get this mermaid horse put on her. He’s complicated. I can’t quite figure him out.”

“Does he make you happy?” the old man asked, pulling the cigar out of his mouth so he could take a sip of his beer. “I guess that’s the question you need to ask. And if you’re going to be able to have a life with him, because that’s not something either one of us have ever thought about, I don’t think. Can you see yourself living this new kind of life with him? Or with any guy?”

“Did you? I mean, was there ever a time when you thought, ‘This is the guy I want to have with me when I grow old’?”

“Nope,” he grunted. “But I never let myself get there. Not ever. Too risky. Two guys setting up house was not something we did back then. Women had it easier sometimes, but still, people talked, and all you needed was one poison tongue and you have a problem. Things have really changed and it’s a lot better, but not for the likes of us, because we’re still stuck back there. Or at least I am. Maybe you can break out of that. I don’t know, but you’ve got to ask yourself if he’s worth it.”

“I think the big question isn’t if he’s worth it, but if I am,” Ruan said, leaning forward. Staring out at the night, he listened to the neighborhood as it went about its evening. The wind filled in the gaps between chatter and laughter with the occasional pop of a horn breaking through. “I shouldn’t use Ivo as an excuse to change how I think or act. That’s not right to put on him. I can ask him to try to stick with me while I work on it, but that’s got to be his call. It’s a fuck of a lot to ask, because I know I’d screw up a few things along the way.”

“You’re talking about a guy who walks in stiletto heels. You think he just strapped them on and was ready to go?” The old man snorted. “Betcha he fell on his ass more than a few times. Question is, is he going to give you the time of day?”

“I hope so. He told me he would,” Ruan replied, chewing on his lower lip as he thought back about the hurt on Ivo’s face. “I guess the first thing I need to do is to trust him. And to ask him about those damned shoes.”

 

 

HIS DAY off should have been spent lounging around an empty house and reading. There were things Ivo had to do, sketches he needed to work on and to chase down a new supplier for their shop’s promotional material, but instead he found himself tearing apart the small formal living room that none of them ever really used. One wall was still covered with floral wallpaper—a leftover from some previous owner with bad taste and a deep love for pink rosettes. It was the one place in the house where he could go and get some breathing room from his brothers, mostly because it was ugly as hell and there wasn’t an entertainment source in sight. With Chris joining the family, there needed to be some area not blaring with a television or packed with testosterone, and Ivo figured the small, nearly closed-off room would do just fine.

Turning on some Mongolian metal lit enough of a fire in Ivo to fuel his attack against endless layers of ugly paper, but it did nothing to take his mind off of Ruan.

Stripped down to nothing but his jeans, he went to work, slowly running the steamer across small areas and coaxing off bits and pieces of flowers with a flat scraper. There was plaid beneath the roses, and after gouging down further, Ivo counted at least two more layers beneath that. Swearing at the house would do no good. They’d left the living room for last because they knew it would be a torturous job. If he thought renovating the attic and making it livable was difficult, the parlor was going to break him.

“This was probably a bedroom or something,” Mace said, startling Ivo. “I mean, maybe? Luke’s bedroom in the front was probably the living room.”

“Could you not sneak up on me while I’m holding what is pretty much an iron?” Ivo grumbled, putting the steamer back down on the spot he was working over. “And what are you doing here? Don’t you have a home to go to? A book to write?”

“I thought I would stop in and check up on my favorite brother,” Mace replied, stepping farther into the room. “Where did you put the furniture?”

“In the shed. Most of it was crap anyway.” He scraped at a particularly stubborn area, trying not to dig in too deep, but it wasn’t going very well. “I know the bank said all of the electrical was updated, but I don’t know how they did it without taking down all of this stuff. I’m scared that once I get down to the walls, we’re going to find knob and tube behind the plaster.”

“We haven’t found any yet, but with our luck, you wouldn’t be wrong.” Mace held up a pair of safety glasses. “Put these on. You can’t ink if you’re blind. You steam. I’ll scrape.”

“How about if you go home and I do what I want?” Ivo grumbled, taking the glasses. “Seriously, do you have a job?”

“Like you, I have a day off, so I swung by to see what you’re up to. It’s really shitty outside.” Mace peered through the pair of windows facing the driveway. The trees were whipping about, stripped of their leaves by the fierce wind. “You dragged those wing chairs out in this? Those things were as heavy as a rhino. Why didn’t you wait for somebody to help you?”

“Because I didn’t need help,” he ground out between his teeth. “Look, if you came by to see if I’m okay, then I’m okay.”

“Kid, I love you and you’re as ambitious as fuck, but your idea of a day off isn’t tearing down five-hundred-year-old wallpaper.” Mace plucked the scraper out of Ivo’s hand, stepping back a bit to give his brother room. “Something like this usually takes a family meeting and working out a schedule about when more than one of us can be here. It’s not something you do because you have a wild hair up your ass to paint a wall.”

Mace wasn’t wrong. As much as he liked demolition, Ivo hated wallpaper. He hated its stickiness and the smell of glue clinging to his skin no matter how hard he tried to scrub it off. Steaming wallpaper was right up there with other hateful tasks, like doing the dishes or stripping paint from crown molding and trim. The house came with a lot of it, and the crooks and crannies seemed to collect every bit of dust and lacquer until all of the detail was lost and the brothers were stuck with spending hours trying to restore things back to how it originally looked.

Some things had gone successfully, like the staircase, once buried under countless coats of paint but now stained a beautiful honey red with its delicate spindles and their elaborate carvings emerging after years of neglect. But there were also failures, most notably the master bedroom’s mantelpiece, its details chipped away by someone covering it with a corrosive adhesive and a decoupage of cut-out magazine photos. They salvaged what they could and admittedly, probably could have done better in places, but time and sweat was what the brothers could put into the house since money was tight in the beginning.

Things were a lot better now, but old habits and frugality died hard, and sometimes the best way to work off an anger was to pick up a sledgehammer and try to knock some sense into the old Craftsman.

“Do you want to talk about last night?” Mace asked after a few minutes of scraping. “Because I have a lot of questions.”

“No.”

“Huh.” Mace scratched the back of his head, contemplating Ivo through the somewhat-scratched-up safety glasses. “Remember when you gave me shit about Rob? Telling me I’d feel better if I talked about how I was feeling?”

“That’s because you’re an idiot and you never know how you’re feeling,” he snapped back, unspooling the steamer’s cords before he tangled them around his legs. “I know how I feel about Ruan.”

“Do you want to share with the class?”

“Once again, no.” The machine had stopped working, or at least it didn’t seem to be softening the wallpaper. Turning around to check the water reservoir, Ivo bared his teeth at his brother, who was holding up the steamer’s plug. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“What I’m doing is what you’ve done for me a million and a half times before.” Mace lightly shoved Ivo’s shoulder. “Go put a shirt and some shoes on. We’re going to go grab some tacos, and then, little brother, you’re going to tell me all about this cop and why he’s got you all turned around.”

“Suppose I don’t want to go grab some tacos?” Ivo let the steamer drop down to his side. He was already frustrated with everything, and Mace wasn’t making things easier. “Did you ever think that maybe I just want to be left alone for a little bit?”

“That’s the last thing you need, kid.” Mace’s gaze held emotions Ivo couldn’t look at. The man had most of his secrets, if not all of them, and Ivo couldn’t stare into his brother’s face without feeling more than a little bit of guilt. “Shirt. Shoes. And maybe even a jacket. Because even as hotheaded as you are, I don’t think that’s going to keep you warm today.”

 

 

THE TAQUERIA was only a couple of miles from the house, and when Mace was feeling particularly sadistic, he would coax his brothers into taking a run down the hill to grab lunch. Over the years, Ivo knew better than to fall for it, but Gus and Luke seemed immune to learning. Bear never fell for it, probably because being smarter than the average bear, he knew a run down the hill would eventually mean a run up the hill, but this time with a belly full of carnitas.

It took Ivo a long time to learn that lesson, but he’d been younger and eager to please his older brother.

Luis’s Tacos was a literal hole in the wall, a cut-through window connecting an enclosed outdoor patio with the kitchen belonging to the bar next door. At some point in its crazy history, the Spotlight Bar stopped serving food and instead rented its kitchen to someone named Luis. None of them had ever met Luis in the years of going there, and Ivo suspected the name was much like the wallpaper in their house—left over from years of bad decisions and now simply so ingrained in everyone’s lives, no one thought to change it.

And if anything, the enclosed patio was as ugly as their living room.

Neon paint must have been on sale when the taco shop’s walls needed painting, but not enough of one color, because the stucco boasted wide stripes of dark pink, tangerine, and a virulent lime. The walls went up nearly to the roof, but there was enough of a gap between the supports and the top for it to maintain its patio status, even though its fourth wall running along the sidewalk nearly closed the entire space. There were no windows, mostly because the pass-throughs provided enough air flow to keep the place bearable. But in the winter months, jackets were definitely required to eat at the picnic-style tables set up under the strings of bare bulbs lighting the patio.

Still, the food was good, cheap, and plentiful, something a family of five men appreciated even after being conned into running down the hill to get it.

“I got you a carnitas burrito with green sauce and sour cream. Yes, extra cheese.” Mace set the tray of food down in front of Ivo. “She’s going to bring out the Orange Bang in a bit.”

Ivo unwrapped his burrito, carefully peeling back the tortilla and exposing the shredded pork inside. Sweeping a fork back and forth to spread the dollops of sour cream around, he kept his eyes down. Mace was good at ferreting out things, digging in with a few choice words and a stubborn refusal to leave things alone. Ivo needed time to weed through the conflicting emotions burbling up in his brain and also to decide if he wanted to add more hot sauce to his burrito.

Sometimes the burn of a vinegary spiciness helped kick his mind into gear.

Ivo was still dosing his burrito when one of the kitchen workers dropped off their drinks. The creamy orange punch worked well with the carnitas, good for cutting through the heat he’d laid down on the meat. Rolling his tortilla back in tight, he folded the ends in, then tucked everything together, much to Mace’s amusement.

“You should work here if that tattoo thing of yours doesn’t pan out,” his older brother teased. “Although I suppose those degrees you’ve got in art are something to fall back on.”

“I want to get a doctorate someday if I can find a place that will let me do one on tattoos.” Again with confessing his secrets to Mace, and Ivo winced when his brother nodded, a smug look on his face. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

The others clashed with Mace more than he did. Except for Bear. Mace didn’t jab and dig at their oldest, but if anyone didn’t need motivation to move forward, it was Barrett “Bear” Jackson. He’d dragged them all up from the gutter himself, carrying most of the load until they learned how to walk and then run. Ivo hadn’t made it easy for them, and there were times when he was certain the other four would toss him out. But he’d been wrong. And now their second-in-command wanted answers to questions Ivo wasn’t sure he wanted to ask himself.

“Talk to me about the cop,” Mace said around a mouthful of carne asada and fries. “I know it’s that cop who came to the door and dropped you off that night when you snuck out.”

“I snuck out a lot of nights. That was just the only time shit went down and a cop had to bring me home.” He took a bite, then sucked the spill of juices from the side of his hand. “There’s nothing to tell.”

“Rob says otherwise.” Mace helped himself to one of Ivo’s pickled hot carrots.

“Rob should mind his own fucking business,” Ivo replied, waiting for his brother’s reaction to the unseen-to-him slice of habanero hitchhiking on the carrot he’d just tucked into his mouth. A heartbeat later, Mace was reaching for his drink. “That’s karma for getting into my shit.”

“I’m always going to get into your shit, so either you and I talk about it or I go hunt down that cop.” His older brother sucked in mouthfuls of air, trying to cool off the heat he’d ingested. “Detective Ruan Nicholls. I’ve got his card, remember? Rob said the guy hurt you. That he didn’t want to be seen with you in heels. That true?”

“Would you believe me if I told you your boyfriend’s lying?”

“Not really, because Rob not only likes you, but he respects you. He’s also got no reason to lie to me about this.” Mace chanced another carrot, examining it before biting into it. “Do I need to go break this guy’s legs?”

Ivo sighed. That was the reason he never felt comfortable bringing anyone home. There’d been others he’d flirted with, wondering if they would stick around long enough for his family to get attached to, but they’d always slid away for one reason or another. He hadn’t been ready to introduce Ruan to his clan, and now not only was the cat out of the bag, it was also on fire and his brothers were stumbling over one another to put it out.

He could talk to Mace. There was a trust between them that went in a different direction than with the others. He’d confessed many things to Mace, secret things he couldn’t tell Gus or Bear because they would want to carry his pain, and he sure as hell couldn’t talk to Luke about it for fear their quiet-but-dangerous brother would want to fix things.

Even when something just couldn’t be fixed.

“I like him. Ruan, I mean,” Ivo murmured. “I don’t know why, but he calms me. All of the noise and prickly shit inside of me calms down when I’m around him. I know he’s not perfect and he’s got shit he has to deal with, but I felt like I could breathe around him.”

“Until yesterday?” Mace asked, resting his elbows on the table, his food forgotten for a moment.

“Do you want to know what pissed me off yesterday? It wasn’t that he was uncomfortable about the heels. It was because I was going to say ‘Yeah, sure, I can wear the sneakers.’” Ivo blinked, caught off guard by the well of tears in his eyes. “It was like, just for a moment, but I was going to fold over, like who I am wasn’t as important as making sure Ruan felt comfortable. And I didn’t like that about myself. I was more pissed off about that than anything else because I was willing to do that.

“I get where he’s coming from. I do. I know the shit you got from some of the guys in your first house, and I don’t think it’s any different being a cop. Maybe it’s even worse. Probably? I don’t know,” he continued, picking at a shred of pork poking out of his burrito. “I told him to come back and talk to me once he figures out why he thought it was okay to tell me not to change my shoes, but mostly, I need some fucking time to get my head on straight. You and I both know people don’t just show up in your life perfect. If that were the case, then our family would’ve been a lot quieter and had a lot less fights.”

“God, that’s the truth,” Mace rumbled, grinning across the table at Ivo. “We’ve had some massive fights.”

“You guys kept telling me that sometimes you can argue and it’s okay to have those fights if you’re also fighting to get past it,” Ivo said, returning Mace’s smile. “I have to give him that chance to grow, just like you guys did for me. And I want you to listen to me really carefully here, okay? Because I need you to hear me, Mace.”

“Sure.” His brother nodded. “Whatever you need, Ivo.”

“I need the four of you to trust me. I need you to trust me that if things start to get too tight around me, I’m going to reach out for you and ask for help. I don’t think I’m going to need it with Ruan, but I don’t know.” The future was always shaky. Ivo knew that. He’d been steady on his feet for months, but sometimes the creeping darkness inside of him took over and he found himself staring back up at the sky from the bottom of a very deep pit. “I’ve already promised Bear and now I’m going to promise you—I’m not going to go upside down on this, so you don’t have to worry about me hurting myself. But if I do stumble, I’m going to tell you, okay?”

“I’m going to hold you to that, kid.” Mace looked away for a moment, but Ivo knew his brother well enough to see Mace needed to take a breath as well. Nodding again, Mace reached over, grasping Ivo’s wrist with his strong grip, and said, “Because we can’t—I can’t—lose you again. And if this Ruan guy is going to be around you, you’re going to have to tell him about the shit you’ve been through, because as strong as you are, as healthy as you are, you and I both know sometimes it sneaks up and grabs you. And if he gets past this uncomfortable thing, then he’s also going to have to be there for you when you need him. Because if he’s not, we’re going to chew him up and spit him out.”




Eleven

 

 

MONDAY MORNINGS were hard enough without nursing a slight hangover and nearly drowning himself walking out of the parking garage during a heavy rain, but Ivo pulled the short straw and was tagged to open the shop because Missy had come down with the flu. He liked getting in early. It meant a full pot of hot coffee brewed as strong as he liked and having the music blasting through the place as he readied the shop to be opened.

415 Ink was his second home. He’d done schoolwork in its office and learned the tricks of the trade in its art room from men and women who’d spent their entire lives inking skin. If anything, the shop was as much his baby as it was Bear’s, and he was fiercely protective of who worked there and anyone who’d come in to get a piece of their souls put on their body.

“Still,” he said to himself as he reveled in the emptiness of the space, “it’s damned fucking nice to be in here by myself.”

Halfway through stocking the paper towels, he caught his heel on a bubble in the concrete floor. It was stupid. He knew it was there. He’d tripped on it at least five times in a single week, but normally he caught his sneaker on the bump. Snagging a thin stiletto was a different story, and Ivo flailed to catch his balance. Years of walking in stilettos probably saved him, but Ivo was inclined to believe the rock-steady stall walls Bear built years before had more to do with him not falling on his ass or face than any skill on his part.

“Fuck. I better change my shoes before I kill myself,” Ivo grumbled. “Or with my luck, Bear will show up and catch me in them.”

He dragged out his old pair of Converses he’d stashed in his station and carefully limped over to the couch in the waiting area, trying not to think of Ruan and what had gone down between them the last time he’d worn a pair of shop sneakers. His ankle was a bit tender, but it didn’t feel too out of line, nothing a couple of hours of babying it wouldn’t cure. He’d just tossed the Converses onto the couch so he could sit and put them on when a loud knock rattled the front door of the shop.

It was the cop.

His cop. After going a full weekend without hearing a peep from the smoky-eyed, handsome detective, Nicholls was at his front door.

The shock of seeing Nicholls framed in the doorway wiped away any thought of the ache in Ivo’s ankle. Instead, other parts of his body clenched, uncomfortable and unsure. But at the same time, an electrifying excitement crackled through him.

Ruan had a few days of beard growth on his strong jaw, and the rain had dampened his dark brown hair and turned it almost black. He had on an ebony peacoat over a deep-gray button-down shirt, his coat collar turned up to protect his neck from the cold, biting wind, and his jeans were dark in spots from where the fabric soaked up a bit of water. Ivo couldn’t see his feet, but he guessed the cop was wearing the same pair of cowboy boots he’d seen him in before. His gray-green eyes were stormy, flinty hard, and his mouth was set into a firm straight line. His jaw tightened as he met Ivo’s gaze and he knocked on the door again.

“Open up,” the detective growled, pointing through the glass toward the doorknob. “I want to talk to you.”

“The shop doesn’t open until noon. You want to make an appointment, call and leave a message on the answering machine and somebody will get back to you as soon as we can,” Ivo replied as he took slow, deliberate strides toward the front door, his treacherous heels tapping on the floor. “I don’t know what everyone’s schedule looks like, but mine’s full up, so you’re going to have to go to somebody else.”

“I don’t want anybody else. Just you,” Ruan snarled at him through the glass pane and then glanced down at Ivo’s feet. “And answer me this, what the hell is it with you and those shoes?”

“I’m not going to open up if you’re going to yell at me.” Ivo leaned in to shout through the crack between the door and the jamb. “You sound pissed off. I don’t open the door for pissed off.”

“I’m not pissed off.” Ruan shivered, pulling the lapels of his coat closer together. “I just wanted to see you before I had to go to work.”

“Then stop using your cop voice,” he cautioned. Ivo unlocked and opened the door, then stepped aside to let Ruan in. “And don’t give me any shit. I’ve got to get the shop ready and do a long session in a couple of hours. I don’t need my head fucked up.”

The detective looked as if he was about to argue but thought better of it. He was hard to read, shuttered down and pinned up tight. Ruan didn’t come to the door with just his cop voice. He wore his authority and badge on his face and in his stride. There was very little of the man Ivo shared dinner with standing on the other side of that door, but when he looked closely, Ivo spotted a flicker of contrite apology in Ruan’s expression.

“I’m sorry.” Those words battled to get out past Ruan’s pride. Ivo didn’t have to be a mind reader to see that, but he was familiar with that kind of struggle. “This is hard. I knew you were going to be here, but I wasn’t sure if I was welcome.”

“Let me guess—you called the shop over the weekend and asked for the schedule,” he drawled, closing the door behind Ruan. “Remind me to beat the day shift about handing out information.”

“Don’t be too hard on them.” Ruan’s fingers brushed across Ivo’s thigh as he went by, leaving a subtle electrical spark behind. “I came by on Sunday morning, and I might have flashed a badge. I also might have intimated I needed to talk to you but didn’t want you to know I would be by.”

“Definitely beatings.” Ivo chuckled. “They’re supposed to take your name and number. We don’t give out people’s schedules even if the guy has a badge. You never know what crazy shit might go down.”

“Well, considering it was your brother Mace that I talked to, you might want to put on a few more pounds before you try to take him down.”

“Fucking meddling asshole,” he muttered, heading back to the couch. “And I can take Mace. He might be strong and fast, but I’ve got cunning and ruthlessness on my side. If you’re going to come in to talk, you might as well talk to me while I work.”

Ruan paced to cross the floor, seemingly drawn to the sneakers lying on the couch. A quick glance down at Ivo’s feet and his scowl turned into a grimace. Shaking his head, he inched his way between the couch and the coffee table, about to sit down. Then he hovered, a question in his eyes.

“Can this thing take my weight?” He nodded toward the table.

“Shit, I’ve had eight drunk housewives dancing on it. I’m pretty sure it can take your bony ass,” Ivo snorted. His ankle felt okay, but he wasn’t going to chance things, especially since the rain would mean slick wet floor and he’d learned that lesson a long time ago. Settling back down on the couch, he slipped off one of his heels and reached for his shoes. “Why are you here?”

“I wanted to talk about the other day, or at least start talking about it,” Ruan confessed softly.

He’d perched himself on the edge of the table, his elbows resting on his thighs and his hands clasped between his slightly spread knees. Ruan smelled too damned good for Ivo’s liking. There was so much about the world that overwhelmed him, and there were also things he gravitated to in order to peel off the frenetic energy he built up inside of himself. Citrus was definitely his weakness, and the detective came in smelling like fresh zest and the storm.

“So start talking.” He mildly regretted taking home the black sneakers and bringing in the red, mostly because he’d forgotten to swap out their laces. There was a knot at one end and he had to work hard to loosen it. “I’ve got stuff to do, and I haven’t had enough coffee.”

“Do you want me to get you some?” Ruan offered.

“No, because no matter what you say, you’re not going to stay long after it,” Ivo replied, softening his voice. “Because I’m going to need some time to think about things.”

“Fair enough,” the detective said, inclining his head. Ivo had to give Ruan credit because he met Ivo’s gaze straight on, not breaking eye contact as he continued. “I’m going to start off with an apology, but it’s for not stopping and thinking about what I said, not why I said it. I’m going to ask that you just listen and maybe I can explain where I was.”

“Okay, I’ll give you that.” Ivo sat back on the couch, his bare feet flat on the rug spread out beneath the table, his shoes forgotten by his side. “Am I really going to need that coffee?”

“Wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Ruan replied, picking up one of Ivo’s Converses. “Why don’t you put these on and I’ll go get some from the back. I’m guessing there’s a fresh pot, because I can smell it from here.”

“Yeah, two creams and two sugars for me,” Ivo responded, working at the knot again. “You can use any mug except for the sippy cup. That’s Chris’s, and he’ll shiv anyone who uses it. Meanest fucking almost-four-year-old on the block. You don’t want to cross him.”

“Duly noted,” Ruan said with a smile. “I’ll be right back.”

 

 

THE COFFEE was damned perfect, and the silken glide of its sweet, creamy heat down his throat nearly made Ivo purr. It looked like Ruan took his black, something Ivo filed away in case he needed it for the future. He’d never really paid attention to how another man took his coffee. That was like expecting to wake up next to him in the morning, pouring out some brew to travel mugs while shoveling down a breakfast burrito before heading to work. It was too domestic, too treacly and happy for Ivo to contemplate. Still, he leaned over and sniffed at Ruan’s mug, trying to guess if he added sugar.

“What?” Ruan pulled back, then brought the coffee cup up to his nose. “It smells okay.”

“I was just wondering if you took sugar.” He held up his own mug, saluting the cop. “It depends on my mood, but this is usually good.”

“I’ll make a note of that. You take it like my partner, Maite. Although there are some days when she literally pours half a cow and ten pounds of sugar into it,” he said, then took a sip. Then he took another, savoring the brew. “This is a lot better than the stuff we have at the station.”

“I get it from a family plantation in Puna. I wanted something a little bit more than what I usually do today. Mondays sometimes suck.” Cradling his cup, Ivo said, “Thanks for grabbing the coffee, and now I’ve got my shoes on, so let’s do this.”

“You just like ripping that bandage off, don’t you?” The detective’s short chuckle was on the edge of bitter, but Ivo paid it no mind. No matter how hard his brothers worked at being stable and open, pride often got in the way and thickened their tongues. He didn’t expect Ruan to be any different. “Okay, here goes.”

“I am all ears.” Resting his feet on the edge of the coffee table, Ivo settled in to listen. “Where do you want to start?”

“I think I can only talk about how I felt the other day. I’m going to be really honest and say I don’t understand about the heels.” Ruan’s voice broke, a bit of humanity creeping past the stony façade he wore.

“Do you think you need to?” Ivo asked, holding his breath, then forcing himself to relax.

“I kind of do. Not because it will make me more accepting of them but because I think it’s more than just you wearing them,” Ruan murmured. “But I think that’s something we probably shouldn’t get into, because right now it’s not about why you wear them but about me not wanting you to. After I left and went home, I talked it over with Cranson, my landlord—”

“The old guy who whistled at me when I walked by that night? He laughed when I told him to fuck off.”

“Yeah, that’s him, and he’s definitely from a different time, even more crusty than me. If it makes any difference, he thought you were pretty hot.” The detective quirked his mouth into a sly grin. “He’s got a lot of things to say, and most of the time he’s usually right on the money.”

“And this time?” Ivo asked cautiously. There was a lot brewing beneath the surface, and he needed to step carefully around the situation.

It seemed like both of them were in uncharted waters, adrift in the middle of the storm they’d created and now searching for something to hold on to. If they’d been in a stronger place, Ivo imagined they would have reached for one another, but the threads between them were too tenuous, too flimsy to hold up the weight of two men struggling not to drown. It was hard to remember the situation really wasn’t about him. The barbed wire wrapped around both of them had been forged by Ruan, his words, and whatever toxic thoughts were stewing inside of him.

For the first time in Ivo’s life, he truly understood what Bear went through while raising them. There was no way to pull out an explanation when someone couldn’t see why they’d done something. He could only sit and be patient while Ruan gathered up his feelings, and it felt like he was waiting for an ax to fall, bracing himself for the glut of pain and blood soon to follow.

“Cranson’s a lot like me in some ways. Or maybe it’s more like, when I look at him, I see who I could end up being if I don’t do something about my life. He touched on a lot of things I hadn’t really thought about and left me with a lot of questions I had to answer. About you. About me.” Ruan shrugged. “But mostly about where I wanted to be in my life and who I wanted in it.”

“Come up with anything?” Ivo took another sip of his coffee, contemplating the man sitting across of him. “And I’m going to tell you, no matter what happens between us, I’m going to sue for joint custody of your cat. Just so you know.”

Ivo got the laugh he was hoping for—a small one, but it was good enough to loosen the shadows clenched around Ruan’s body. He relaxed, rolling his shoulders and settling into his boxer’s frame. The tendons on his hands loosened, and he flexed his fingers, keeping a hold on the mug and his eyes on the floor.

“He’s kind of a whore, so I don’t think you’re going to get much of a fight from him,” Ruan conceded. “He was good company this weekend, because I spent a lot of time thinking about you and trying to figure out how to tell you how terrified I am inside.

“I think a lot of it has to do with that I’m not around many people who aren’t cops. I’ve been to a couple of clubs and picked up a guy here and there, but that was a long time ago. I guess I’m still trying to figure out what gay means and how I fit into it, because I see you and you’re so fucking comfortable doing things that scare the shit out of me,” he whispered, shifting his large hands around his cup and staring into its depths as if it held answers to the questions of the universe. “I’ve never held another guy’s hand in public, and I sure as hell have never kissed one where anyone could’ve ever seen me. Hell, I never even told my grandmother I was gay, and I kind of regret that, because she died not knowing who I was.”

“Would she have been okay with that?” Ivo set down his coffee, then inched closer to Ruan until their knees nearly touched. “What about your mom?”

“My grandmother was hard-core Catholic, so I think it would’ve disappointed her. That’s just the truth of who she was. My mom? She spends her entire life trying to search for something she’s never going to get, because she thinks someone else is going to fill the emptiness inside of her.” Ruan stroked Ivo’s cheek, then traced down his jaw. “I think I’ve always been afraid I’m like her, because I feel like I’m running away from facing down who I am, and then you showed up into my life, and boom! I hit a wall. I’ve got to choose between a man who intrigues me and defies everything I am comfortable with or crawling back under my rock.”

“I’m not going to stop wearing heels. And some days I’m going to wear skirts with them. And some days I am going to wear hiking boots with my skirts.” Ivo broke through the tension as gently as he could. “You’ve got to ask yourself if you’re going to be able to be with me in public like that, because I can’t change who you are and I shouldn’t. Just like you can’t change me. Not saying we can’t become better people, but that’s not going to happen if we’re shoving down who we are for somebody else.”

“I know that,” Ruan whispered. The anguish in his voice was thick, tortured, and heart-wrenching. Unable to stop himself, Ivo slid a hand up Ruan’s arm, clasping the tight muscles he found there. Ruan looked up—finally—and the trouble Ivo felt in his own soul reflected back at him, muddying Ruan’s green eyes. “I also know I need you in my life because I need to make a lot of changes. And I like the guy, but Cranson probably shouldn’t be the only gay man I know. So, want to help a cop get through some of the shit he’s carrying around? Even if it’s just to get joint custody of his cat? Because I need to be better. And I know that I should be better for myself, but I just want you near me—with me—while I try.”




Twelve

 

 

THE LAST thing Ruan ever expected was to feel Ivo’s mouth on his, but the moist warmth invigorated him, a welcome gentle rain sweeping across the parched desert of his soul. His mind raced to take it all in, savoring the taste of Ivo, the feel of his skin on his palms when he cupped Ivo’s face, drawing him in. They were at an awkward angle, and the ache of his shoulders and knees grumbled past the sensual joy pouring through him. Shifting threatened to break their contact, but Ruan had to chance it.

It was an ungraceful scramble, made more so when Ruan’s foot got caught on one of Ivo’s heels. Kicking it aside, he mumbled out a hasty apology and pulled Ivo closer. The kiss slowed, and Ruan teased Ivo’s lips with a long nibble, assured of Ivo’s arousal when he could feel Ivo’s heart beat a thundering report in his chest.

There was so much he wanted to say, to do, but there wasn’t time, and they needed to move slowly. Still, he longed to strip Ivo bare and lay him down on a bed, even if it was simply to drink in the beauty of the man’s body. Ivo’s thighs rippled beneath Ruan’s hands, and he caught himself before he ran his palms up to cup Ivo’s ass.

His fingers found the tears in Ivo’s jeans, a spot of flesh in a sea of tattered denim. His thumbnail caught on a frayed white thread pulled tight over Ivo’s knee, giving way when Ruan slid in, stroking at the spot. It was contact, a burst of relief after being penned up in his own head over a long weekend filled with death, doubt, and more than a few beers shared over a space heater, sitting next to an old man who mirrored his own bleak destiny.

Before Ivo, the last time he’d kissed a man sure as hell wasn’t in front of a bank of frosted windows looking out onto Fisherman’s Wharf, and try as he might, Ruan couldn’t even remember when that was or even who he’d been with. The thought faded away, too wispy to grab on to. Then any remnants of the bittersweet memory rushed away, caught in the slide of Ivo’s mouth against his.

“Getting too fucking old to make out wrapped around like a pretzel,” he muttered, coming up for some air. “Fuck, you taste… shit. I’m sorry. I… this is pushing. I shouldn’t… I’m going to let you go, because—”

“Take a breath there, Nicholls. Then shut up and let me go. This was supposed to be a quick sweet kiss to make you feel better. I’m the one who pushed,” Ivo murmured, biting at Ruan’s lower lip. “You’re ruining this, you know. All this talking. Now I’ve got to get back to work, and you’ve got to go save the world. Next time we do something like this, I’m thinking maybe your gun needs to not be on you. Kind of a surprise when I go to grope at you.”

“Deal.” Ruan exhaled, disappointment replacing the heat in his belly when Ivo slowly extricated himself. The shop was cold, or at least the air felt chilly on Ruan’s Ivo-warmed body. He ached for more. His dick certainly was hard enough, far stiffer than the morning elevation he woke up to on those nights when he got more than four hours of sleep. Ivo seemed steady on his feet, and Ruan wanted to have another go at his mouth, longing to see the artist be as wobbly as Ruan felt. He called out to Ivo before he got too far. “I want to see you. Tonight. Take you out. Talk a bit.”

“Don’t know yet,” he replied, leaning over to tug at the back of one of his sneakers. Ruan caught a glimpse of Ivo’s hooded blue eyes through the fall of his dark rainbow-streaked hair across his face. Ivo looked up quickly, pinning Ruan with a narrowed gaze. “What?”

“Nothing.” Ruan’s mouth still stung from Ivo’s teeth, and he lay back, wondering how the hell he was going to keep up with the energetic artist. “I’m asking a lot from you, but I appreciate the kiss. It shouldn’t have gone that… passionate. You and I’ve got to work on boundaries. Because I don’t know where they are sometimes. That all can wait until you’re in a better place to talk—”

“Actually, no. Telling you I don’t know yet is stupid, because I know. I knew when you came in.” An intensity lingered in Ivo’s beautiful eyes, bleeding over to a face so heart-wrenching gorgeous, Ruan was sure Lucifer wore it once. “Putting you off? That’s shitty of me. That’s a fucking game people play with each other, and we’re not going to do that. So yeah, tonight. What time?”

“I don’t know. Um, probably late.” Thrown further off his game, Ruan struggled to get up off the couch with some semblance of his dignity intact. He’d somehow gotten his coat wrapped around his knees, and the damp seeped into his back, the drops of water in his hair finding their way down his neck. “Stop moving. Let me think. You kiss like Spot eats.”

“He stole shrimp off the table.”

“Yeah, well, you fucking stole my brain, and I’m having a hard time thinking,” Ruan shot back. “How about seven? I’ll call if I’m later. It all depends on if we catch a case. So far, Maite and I are golden, but you never know.”

“Maite, your partner?” Ivo stopped fussing at his shoes, drawing himself up to his full height. Ruan wasn’t small, but even in sneakers, Ivo seemed to tower over him, despite only having a few inches on him. “She nice?”

“Yeah. Young. Third-generation cop. Maybe even fourth.” He finally got himself into some semblance of order, smoothing down his peacoat. “I’ve got history with her family. I like her. Probably one of my best friends.”

“I’ll have to hook up with her for lunch sometime,” Ivo said, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Sure she can tell me all kinds of shit about you.”

“I’d rather you learn all kinds of shit from me instead of a woman who I’ve had to share a car with for five hours after she’s powered down two bean-and-cheese burritos.” Ruan held up his hands when Ivo gave him an admonishing look. “She belches. You should hear her. She can also recite the alphabet and sing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.’”

“That’s the same song,” he said, jerking his head toward the door. “Out. I’ll see you at seven. Wait, what do you want to do for food? Mexican? Chinese? Pancakes?”

“How about if we figure that out at seven?” Ruan adjusted his holster, making sure his gun was secure and hidden beneath his coat. “I commit now and you might change your mind later and want something else.”

“Hey, so long as you’re on the menu,” Ivo remarked, opening the front door to let Ruan out. “I don’t really care what we actually eat. Now seriously, get out before I wrestle you to the floor. And then I’ll have nothing to hold over Mace’s head when he gives me shit about wearing heels in the shop. Oh, and one other thing—try not to get shot. I’m fucking sure as shit not having dinner in a hospital cafeteria. I’ll eat almost anything, but that’s like choking down roadkill.”

 

 

“OF ALL the fucking times to catch a homicide,” Ruan grumbled, pulling his car into its spot behind the house. Maite’s little sports car sparkled from the streetlight hitting the raindrops covering its sleek paint, and she grunted something at him, either in sympathy or tired of hearing him complain. “Tonight. It’s like God is laughing at me. At least we caught the asshole, but I’d really like people to stop murdering each other.”

“I could definitely do with less murder. You know what kind of crime I would like to try to solve?” His partner reached for the leather jacket she’d thrown onto his back seat. “I would like a rash of break-ins where someone goes into people’s houses and does their laundry. Maybe even vacuums. That’s the kind of shit I’d like to see hit our desks.”

“I think that’s called your mother coming over and wiping your ass for you,” he replied. “Do you want to come up and see if I have anything in the fridge to eat, or are you going to head home?”

“You know I love you, man, but it is midnight, and we’ve got to be back on the street in seven hours. I’m going to go home, pour a glass of wine, and try not to drown when I take a bath, because I’m that fucking tired.” She got out of his car, then stopped short, looking up at his place. “You left the lights on.”

“I didn’t turn them on this morning. Maybe Cranson went up to feed Spot. He does that sometimes,” Ruan said with a chuckle. “The old man says he hates the cat, but it’s funny how often I go upstairs and I find Spot passed out in a pile of catnip and smelling like sardines.”

“Want me to wait until you check it out?” Her hand drifted to her side where her gun rested at her hip. “I don’t want you walking into something.”

“I’ll be okay. I’ve got nothing to steal but the cat, and it’s not like he’s going to put up a fight. But lugging him down the stairs is a bitch and a half, so I don’t see that happening.” He waited while she got into her sports car, lifting his hand up in a goodbye wave when she started the engine and began to ease out of the space. “See you tomorrow.”

She was gone within seconds, and Ruan sagged into the fatigue cloaking him. His text to Ivo had been short and apologetic, promising he would make it up to him tomorrow or the day after. The reply back had been desultory if not a bit curt, but that also could have been Ruan reading it wrong. It was hard to get inflection through words scrolling over the screen, and as soon as they’d walked into the victim’s apartment, Ruan’s mood went sour.

It’d been brutal, and as often as he’d picked through blood and the remains of someone else’s life, he never got used to it. Even the deaths of people society thought were the dregs struck him hard. He understood how impossible it was for some to pull themselves free of the quagmire they lived in, but with a life snipped short, he always wondered if they would have found some kind of salvation, some kind of elevation out of the filth.

He hadn’t lied when he said he was tired of people murdering each other. The missed dinner with Ivo was a disappointment, but it wasn’t a tragedy. He was a cop—a murder cop—and he walked and spoke for the dead. And since the dead didn’t operate on a reliable schedule and rarely were their killers standing next to their bodies holding a murder weapon, the pursuit of justice took not only long hours but also a toll on its investigators.

They had a small victory tonight, hunting down the man who’d broken into an elderly woman’s house, surprising her in her kitchen and then killing her with one of the knives she had in a block on the counter. It was the perfect storm of witnesses and evidence, leading him and Maite to the guy’s front door. The takedown had been swift and clean, but the older woman was still dead, and now a man who could have chosen a different path in life sat in a small cell, waiting to spend the rest of his years behind bars.

“Unless the prosecution fucks it up,” Ruan mumbled, crossing the back lot. The scent of cigar smoke reached him, and he heard Cranson cough, nearly hidden in the darkness. The screen door was open, propped by a brick lodged in between the frame and the jamb. Stopping at the edge of the walk leading to the stairs, he called out to the old man, “I’m guessing you went up and fed the cat? Lights are on up in my place. You paying my electric bill now?”

“Fuck you,” Cranson muttered without any heat. “You’ve got company. That long-legged pretty thing who came by that one time. I gave him my key. Make sure you get it back to me.”

“And you just let him in?” There was only one long-legged person in Ruan’s life, and he couldn’t imagine Ivo showing up at his apartment knowing he wouldn’t be there. Frowning, he glanced up as if he could somehow see what was going on inside his second-story home. Cranson grunted something Ruan took as a yes, and he scowled harder. “How long has he been here?”

“Couple of hours. Maybe three.” Cranson lit a match, running it over the end of his extinguished cigar. The light splashed over his face, picking up the silver flecks in his scraggly beard. “Sat with me for about half an hour. Maybe more. Ended up asking about my tattoos so got to talking. If I were you and I had someone that pretty waiting for me upstairs, I wouldn’t be giving an old man a ration of shit. I’d be taking those stairs two at a time and getting on with my night.”

“I’ll get your key,” Ruan muttered, wondering what he’d gotten himself into when he’d fallen for the siren call of Ivo’s gorgeous face and complicated personality. “And if he kills me when I open the front door, you better fucking take care of my cat.”

“Screw that. I’ll give him to that firecracker of a woman you’ve got as a partner. She likes him.” Cranson shook the match to extinguish it, pulling the shadows back around him. “I’m about to go inside as soon as I finish this beer. Mind you try to keep the noise down. Don’t want to hear any headboards hitting the wall while I’m trying to get some sleep. Not like you ever had anyone over to move that headboard before.”

“It’s just past midnight, and I’ve had a long day. There’s not going to be any headboard moving,” he promised, wishing it wasn’t the truth, but his body was too worn out and his brain hurt from the calisthenics of hunting down a murderer. “If I make it up the stairs, I’ll be lucky.”

His boots thumped on the steps, a heavy dirge echoing the languid, hard beats of his tired heart. Resting his forehead against his front door, Ruan took a moment to gather his thoughts, unsure of what lay beyond his threshold. He didn’t know what to do with the unexpected, and finding Ivo in his space both thrilled and scared him. He wasn’t sure if he should feel violated, but his gut told him Cranson was a good judge of character, and he had spent more than a couple of minutes wrapped around Ivo on the couch of his tattoo shop. Turning the doorknob felt much like a five-year-old kid anticipating a massive birthday party being thrown in his dentist’s office.

There was definitely going to be cake, but he didn’t know if he was going to be able to chew it.

Stepping inside, Ruan was greeted by a sight he never thought he would ever see. Then again, he also never imagined Ivo reading a romance novel.

The tattoo artist was tucked into the corner of the sectional, his legs pulled up onto the cushions and Spot sprawled out over him, an orange-dappled purring rug with slitted eyes, the feline’s face smug and happy while Ivo’s fingers scratched at his ears. Ivo looked up when the door opened, his dark eyes nearly black under the shadows of his long lashes, but the smile on his face so much like Spot’s, Ruan couldn’t help but return it.

He was wearing the same tattered jeans he had on at the shop, but he’d changed his T-shirt, its silkscreened front advertising someplace in Los Angeles called Potter’s Field, a sketched-out mechanical toy robot locked in a battle to the death with a windup Godzilla. Ivo’s feet were bare, but a familiar pair of black leather boots with pencil-thin heels and red soles sat next to the front door. Unsurprisingly, Ivo’s toenails were painted black.

What was startling about the whole vignette was the smell of beef stew coming from his kitchen—a very tantalizing, aromatic beef stew Ruan knew he didn’t have the ingredients for when he left for work that morning.

“I could run you in for breaking and entering,” he said as a greeting.

Ivo laughed at him, and his traitorous cat remained firmly perched on Ivo’s lap, his purr loud enough to be heard across the room. “Technically, your landlord let me in. So take it up with him.”

“I did,” Ruan said, not trusting himself to sit down on the couch. “He told me to fuck off. Or something similar.”

“I like him. He’s got some pretty cool stories, and I’d like to see some of his art in the daytime,” Ivo replied, still comfortable on the couch and giving Ruan his cat-ate-a-canary smile for everything he was worth. It broke Ruan’s heart knowing he probably wouldn’t be able to live up to promising much more than falling asleep at Ivo’s bare feet, so he nodded, feeling like an idiot. “Some of his lines are really blown out, but the ink’s old, nothing synthetic. I’d like to take pictures of them and find out where he got them. We don’t get enough down about ink done in the past. He’d be a good source.”

“You sound like a history professor.” Ruan ambled over to the kitchen, studying the pot on the stove. Lifting its lid, he inhaled the rich tomato-beefy stew set to warm on the front burner.

“Well, I do have a master’s in art history,” Ivo remarked, throwing another drop of water across the sizzling plate of Ruan’s impressions of him. “I studied mostly tattoos, mostly the evolution of the art’s introduction to Western civilization from Asia and Polynesia. I also did a heavy course in mythology, because if you’re going to do tattoos, you end up having to know a lot about different types of gods and mythological creatures. One man’s goat is another man’s Baphomet.”

“So you’re not just some dinner angel who makes midnight deliveries?” Ruan put the lid back down, fitting it back over the pot. “You are a very complex and slightly insane man. I’m not even sure what to say to you right now other than thank you for the food and everything about you surprises the fuck out of me.”

“Yeah, I get that sometimes. Then again,” Ivo said, cocking his head slightly and shrugging, “I don’t like boxes. I’m going to chase down things that interest me, and I like art. Knowing what other people have done only makes me a better artist. No sense reinventing the wheel when you can spend your time designing a whole new car.”

“I don’t know if I can promise you much more than ten minutes of consciousness while I shovel food in my face,” Ruan warned. “It’s been a hell of a long day, and it wasn’t a good one.”

“I figured.” He shifted the cat off of his lap, then stood up. After sliding the bookmark between the pages of his novel, Ivo said, “How about if we just get you fed first? I came by because I knew you had a shitty day and I figured you had crap to eat, if you ate at all. So, tonight you get stew from my freezer, and if you want to talk or even just fall asleep, I’m here. Because sometimes, the only way to get rid of a shitty day is to spend the last part of it with a full belly and someone who likes you sitting nearby.”




Thirteen

 

 

“I DON’T think I can move. I think you broke me.” Ruan groaned, stretching his body out as far as he could until Ivo heard something pop. Then he exhaled a sigh of relief. “God, what did you do to me?”

“I fed you beef stew,” Ivo snorted, nudging his empty bowl from the edge of the coffee table with his bare foot. Spot barely looked up as the bowl moved out from under him, angling his body to follow its new location, his head buried in its depths, looking for any scrap left on its sides. “It was probably the sourdough bread that did you in. Does that to me all the time. Especially hot and covered in butter.”

Ivo was glad he’d brought over two gallon-sized freezer bags of the stew. He’d never raided the family’s food supply before, even though some of his other brothers often shopped in the depths of the two enormous freezers locked away in the garage. Growing men and a tight budget meant exercising frugality, a practice every single one of them mastered to stretch their very thin dollars. Turkeys were purchased at a low cost during the holiday season, stored in a freezer for the coming months, and they’d learned it was cheaper to buy a quarter of a cow or a pig from a butcher than it was to pick up meat from a grocery store. Restaurant food supply stores were where they grabbed frozen vegetables and sometimes large tubs of ice cream, but it was the handy practice of making meals in bulk and storing portions away for quick dinners that made it easy for them to sit down at a table together whenever they could.

He’d taken the stew with Bear’s permission, cognizant of the times he’d gone into the freezer for something only to find one of his brothers had beaten him to something he’d been looking forward to eating. It was easier now everyone else lived in their own homes, but Gus was only down the road, and with a toddler, he often came grazing through their supplies, hunting down a dinner Chris would eat.

“I thought you said you couldn’t cook,” Ruan grumbled, rubbing at his stomach. He’d eaten at least two bowls to Ivo’s one and nearly half of the sourdough loaf. His hair was still wet from the shower Ivo pressed him to take, and at some point while they were eating, he ended up leaning against Ivo’s shoulder, probably when he was using the heel of the bread to scrape up the gravy left in Ivo’s bowl. “And here I was thinking I was going to have to eat a frozen burrito.”

“Then you really would’ve starved, because there isn’t anything in your freezer other than a sorry bag of corn that’s shaped kind of funny and a banana.” He shifted to better fit into the corner of the sectional, looping his arm around Ruan’s shoulder, turning slightly so the cop could settle between the V of Ivo’s legs. There was a slight hesitation. Then Ruan leaned in, resting his back against Ivo’s chest.

Neither one of them said anything about the shift in their position. Instead, it was as if both of them held their breath, feeling out how it settled while pretending they’d done it a thousand times before.

“Whatever you do, don’t ever cook that bag of corn,” Ruan admitted sheepishly. “I wrap that up in a towel and use it on the small of my back when it hurts. It’s why it’s got duct tape around it.”

“Great. You’ve got a bag of butt corn in your freezer,” Ivo teased, sliding his hand down over Ruan’s as it rested on Ruan’s stomach. Grinning, Ivo played with Ruan’s fingers, tracing the calluses on the curve between Ruan’s thumb and index finger. “Glad I didn’t add that to the stew.”

“It’s not like I pour the corn out and then put it back,” he protested. “I just sometimes have to sit against it on the couch. It’s not easy getting old. Things start to hurt, especially if I’m driving around the city all day and I don’t get to walk some of it off. That’s the worst part about being a detective sometimes. You’re pretty much going from one chair to another. Then you’re running after somebody, trying to make sure you’ve got the right guy.”

“Hazards of being a tattoo artist too,” Ivo said, a thrill going through him when Ruan tangled their fingers together, returning Ivo’s caress. “I get so caught up in what I’m doing, I don’t move, and then two hours later, my client’s got to go pee and my shoulders and legs are locked. Bear uses a timer so he remembers to get up and stretch. I should probably do that, but once you’re in the zone and you’ve got somebody who sits really well, it’s just like flying. You don’t want to stop until it’s done.”

“Never thought about what it’s like to be a tattoo artist,” Ruan confessed, grunting slightly when Spot leaped from the coffee table onto his chest to investigate their intertwined hands. “Cat, you’re going to break my ribs doing that. Off. Tell me what it’s like to tattoo someone.”

“It kind of depends. Most of the time people want something small, something on a whim, or just something from one of the books they like.” Ivo chuckled when Spot meatloafed on top of their fingers, his rear end angled toward Ruan’s face, his swishing tail batting the cop across his mouth. Relocating the cat down onto his legs, Ruan tightened his grip on Ivo’s hand, encouraging him to continue. “The best kind of tattoos for me are the ones when people come to me and say I have this idea but I want you to draw it.”

“Do they usually come to you with examples or just trust you?”

“Those kinds of tattoos are like people. Every one of them is different. Some people like a certain style and that’s how they want their piece drawn, but other people come to me because they know my style and that’s what they want on their body.” Ivo thought about the kelpie he’d finished and the journey Heather took to get to his machine. “Those kinds of tattoos have stories behind them, usually really deep stories. Every single tattoo should be a part of that person coming to the surface of their skin. I think that’s something everyone in the shop believes, or at least they should if they’re going to work there. But those personal tattoos, the ones that wring me out when I’m doing them, feel like something spiritual.”

“It sounds like it can be kind of intimate, like some kind of confessional.” Ruan turned slightly, tilting his head so their eyes met. “Do you like doing those? Digging down into other people’s thoughts and feelings?”

“Sometimes. Most of the times,” Ivo amended. “Sometimes the hardest thing to do is watch and listen to somebody break down because they want to put ink on their skin to remember someone or something, but when they see the art, they can’t go any further. People walk away sometimes, or you get the line work done and then you never see them again. The hardest part for me is knowing I’ve got art out there that’s not finished or will ever be on somebody’s skin because those are parts of me that are left undone. For every tattoo like that, there’s a large part of me in there, and I can’t dwell on that idea or artistic seed never blooming. But there are some who follow me around. Some of the stories that I’ve never inked and I wanted to.”

“Being a cop is like that. There’s things you can’t put down. Stuff you carry with you.” He nodded, sliding his hand over Ivo’s thigh, resting there and smiling when Ivo twined his fingers in that one as well. “I think we’re probably at either side of heartbreaking events. The two sides of the grief coin. I’m there to pick up the pieces, and you’re there to put them back together.”

Sitting together like this, simply talking, felt oddly good. He wanted to hear about Ruan’s day, stupidly happy that a couple of bags of warmed-up beef stew and hot bread with butter eased the tension in Ruan’s too-tight body. Talking things out might undo everything he’d brought to the table that night, but it seemed like the right thing to do—something Ruan might need, someone to listen to him. Ivo understood that all too well. There’d been times when he’d been desperate for someone to just hear him out, to see him as he was and tell him it was okay.

“Do you ever get pissed off because you can’t solve the case?” he asked gently, knowing he was probably going to probe through tender areas of Ruan’s life. “What I go through is nothing compared to what you do. That night in front of the shop—those assholes—that’s the kind of shit you deal with every fucking day. How come it doesn’t get to you?”

“It does. I try to keep perspective about it, but there’s some cases—things that I walk into—I know I’m never going to shake. The things people do to their kids or their grandparents,” Ruan whispered, narrowing his eyes as he stared out into the room, his focus elsewhere. “Sometimes it feels like I’m in the middle of a war zone and we’re up against an army with a hell of a lot more soldiers than we have on our side. We get picked off all the time. If it isn’t someone shooting at us as we go through a door or having to put up with the fallout of one bad officer who has to ride his power trip over someone, it’s hard to keep your head up sometimes.

“I hate bad cops. And we can’t say anything to the public other than we’re sorry and that we’ve got to do better. No matter how much we try to do good, there’s always one asshole who unravels everything.” He snorted, leaning into Ivo’s loose embrace. “And on the other side of it are the cases I can’t close. The guy I’ve seen push a shopping cart full of empty cans who’s found stabbed to death and is missing his shoes and heavy coat sticks with me. There are cases when no one says anything and has seen nothing, and that pisses me off. It’s the mother who won’t tell me who beat her kid to death or the old lady who dies in her apartment and no one notices for a couple of weeks until they miss her rent payment or the smell is too much for the neighbors.”

“Did you have one of those today?” Ivo prodded, pulling his arms in around Ruan’s chest. The cat mumbled, stretching his long body and digging his back feet into Ruan’s crotch, making him flinch. “Do you want me to move him?”

“He’ll just come back,” Ruan said with a laugh. “Honestly, as days go, today wasn’t bad. There’s a couple of things I’m working on where someone on patrol got me some info and then we closed the case that dropped in our laps this morning. It’s always a good day when that happens. They’re right about the first twenty-four hours. If you don’t get a lead or a hit before the first day is up, then it’s a long haul through interviews and lab work. Easy means we can move on to the next case, freeing up resources to hammer at something harder. So today was a decent day.”

Ruan yawned, breaking his hold on Ivo’s hand to cover his mouth. It was late, into the single digits of the morning, but it didn’t feel like either one of them wanted to let go. Sleep tugged at Ivo’s consciousness, his mind begging to be submerged into the silky ether of a long slumber, but his heart wanted to stay awake forever, his arms wrapped around Ruan while Spot the cat snored his way through kitty dreams.

“You should probably go to bed,” Ivo ventured, trying to keep the sadness out of his voice as he said words he really didn’t want to say. “I’m guessing you work tomorrow.”

“I do,” Ruan admitted. His green eyes grew smoky again, and a moment later, Ruan’s lips brushed across Ivo’s, a gentle sweep leaving a soft tingling behind. “I’m going to ask you something that’s going to sound maybe silly, but I don’t want to let you go. I’m not asking sex or if you’re uncomfortable. I get it if you want to go, but can you stay the night with me? Just to sleep. I just… really don’t want to let you go.”

 

 

ASKING IVO to stay was probably the craziest thing Ruan had done in a long time. He didn’t know what came over him or even understand what he needed other than maybe to hold Ivo through the night, unable to let go of the shooting star he’d somehow caught from the sky. Even crazier was Ivo saying yes, then the oddly domestic few minutes of them putting the leftover stew away, loading the dishwasher with their bowls, and turning off the living room lights after checking the front door.

They kissed after Ivo brushed his teeth with the new toothbrush Ruan bought to replace the one he’d had for a few months. And again after Ivo took a shower, coming out of the steaming bathroom dressed in boxer briefs from a package Ruan had just opened and a pair of SFPD cotton sweats, its drawstring waistband riding low on the artist’s hips. There was ink everywhere on Ivo’s pale golden skin, but Ruan’s attention was drawn to the wonky star on Ivo’s shoulder and the flaming lion surrounded by firecrackers and framed in a tattered scroll with Hellion written on it.

“Hellion?” Ruan itched to trace the cat’s fiery mane with his mouth but knew he would be crossing more than a few lines if he tried it. Tonight wasn’t about anything other than comfort, and as much as he desired Ivo, he needed more than to satiate his needs. He wanted to know the man who faced the world with a snarl and dangerously high heels. And as he learned earlier, tattoos usually had a story, and he wanted to be told about every single bit of ink on Ivo’s body. “Hell lion? Is it supposed to be a pun?”

“No, well sort of, but mostly it’s what Bear called me when I first came into the house,” Ivo said, padding over to the king-size bed only to stare at the monstrous cat sprawled out across the middle of the mattress. “I was definitely a pain in the ass when CPS finally gave up and gave me to my brothers. Are we supposed to just get in around him, or is he going to move? Earl usually moves, but he’s a dog, and if I move around too much, he just gets up and finds another bed to sleep in.”

“He’ll move or he’ll move and then come back,” Ruan said with a grunt, trying to maneuver Spot to the end of the bed. “Tell me about the star on your shoulder.”

“That is a nautical star each one of us drew a point for. Put them all together and you’ve got 415 Ink.” Ivo waited until Ruan pulled back the covers, then slid in under the sheets. Propped up on one elbow, he watched Ruan go through the nightly rituals of ensuring his gun was secured and pulling out clothes for the next day. “A nautical star used to represent the North Star originally. It comes from the belief the North Star will always guide a sailor home. So that’s what our star means. It’s what we use to guide ourselves home if we stray too far. It’s so we can find each other.”

The only brotherhood Ruan ever found was behind the badge, and there were times when those relations were strained, tested by bad policies and even worse cops. As fraternal as the blue line was, Ivo was speaking about something deeper, something primitive forging a bond between five boys, really, set adrift on stormy seas without anyone else to guide them to safety except for their oldest brother, who had a dream of building them a home. The star was patchy in spots, a couple of its points uneven, but it glistened darkly on Ivo’s skin, a beacon of black on a sea of golden ivory.

Spot rolled over, squaring his way up the bed until he lay against Ivo’s side, his legs up in the air in the hopes of getting a belly rub. Ivo granted the cat’s wish, ruffling at the lush fur along his stomach. Ruan was reluctant to turn off the lights, but he was tired and there were shadows beneath Ivo’s eyes. The darkness was instant once he flicked the switch, but a bit of light from the street crept in through the crack in the curtains and pushed the deepened shadow back enough for him to find the bed without too much stumbling.

Getting in under the covers next to Ivo was sublime, the sheets warmed by his heat, and the erotic sensation of Ivo’s bare skin against his nearly drove Ruan’s thoughts over the edge into madness. Chuckling slightly, he pulled Ivo close. The cat didn’t like the shift in their positions, grumbling as he was squeezed in between them, but eventually Spot oozed his way over their legs. With the feline’s heavy weight pinning them down, they got comfortable in the nest of pillows Ruan stacked against his headboard.

“What time do you have to wake up tomorrow?” Ivo asked, his whisper a warm brush of air over Ruan’s chest. “What time does Truth, Justice, and the American Way have to be at the police station?”

“At least by eight,” Ruan chuckled. “Maite’s coming in a little bit late. She’s got a family thing she has to take care of, and then we’ve got interviews set up for the whole day. What about you?”

“I open. We’re down a couple of artists and the schedule’s crazy.” Ivo laughed, snuggling in closer, his hair tickling Ruan’s nose. “This is kind of weird. I’ve never had a sleepover before. Or least not one like this. Wasn’t I supposed to braid your hair first or something?”

“My hair’s kind of short for that. And somehow I don’t think painted nails really work with this whole badass detective thing I was trying to pull off at work,” he replied, grinning in the darkness. “And it’s not like I can try on your shoes. I think my feet are bigger than yours.”

“I would pay serious money to see you in heels.” Again laughter, a hot gust across Ruan’s already warmed skin. “Took me a while to learn how to walk in them. And my legs are too fucking long. Swear to God, first time I tried, I was like a drunk llama on ice—a blind drunk llama.”

He asked as gently as he could, but Ruan heard the harsh rasp in his voice break over his words. “How old were you?”

They were straying into shaky territory, as private and intimate as the tattoos on Ivo’s body. There was a story behind those heels, something that drove a young man to put them on the first time, then totter out of the door. Ruan burned to know, scraping back secret layers and plunging past the desire for the man, searching to understand him, to glean a bit of knowledge about what made Ivo who he was.

“I think I was twelve.” Ivo turned, twisting away from Ruan’s chest, his shoulders lodged against Ruan’s arm. He took some small consolation in Ivo remaining in a loose embrace, and Ruan shifted as well, moving Spot off of his legs while he rested more on his side, unwilling to let Ivo go. “I was probably closer to thirteen? I don’t really know. It was all kind of a blur back then, CPS jerking me in and out of the house, and things get kind of tangled up in my head.”

As if Ivo knew what Ruan’s question would be, he went still and quiet, barely breathing as he lay in Ruan’s arms. The cat returned to his perch, then squirmed up Ivo’s belly, resting his enormous head on Ivo’s chest. Spot let out a purring storm when Ivo stroked at his tufted ears, the glow coming through the curtains turning the cat’s narrowed eyes into golden mirrors. Ruan never felt more envious about his cat’s pleasure than he did right then, but Spot was a good distraction, a comforting weight of affection against the storm of pain Ruan was going to bring down upon them.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” Ruan ventured, stroking strands of black hair out of Ivo’s lashes. “But I’d really like it if you would tell me about those shoes.”




Fourteen

 

 

A LIGHT rain fell outside. The faint shush of water hitting the street and the house slipped into the room, with the occasional cars going through puddles adding the sounds of small waves crashing onto the sidewalk. The two-story house was old, but its roof was solid, its shingles muting the falling drops, channeling them into the metal gutters hanging on the eaves. The tick-tick-tick of water grew louder as the downpour thickened, carrying a small stream away from the bedroom’s street-facing window.

It was ironic in a way for it to be raining while Ivo bared his heart and soul to a man he’d dreamed about off and on for years. The cop holding him wasn’t the perfect illusion of manhood he’d sculpted out of his fevered teenaged brain. He was as solid as the roof protecting them from the storm, holding back not just the rain but the filth it washed from the skies.

Ruan’s heartbeat thumped beneath Ivo’s hand, keeping sync with the flashes of panic and anxiety curling up through Ivo’s thoughts. His worry came in waves, easily breaching the walls he’d put up to keep it back, and it was odd to discover the hammering tide didn’t seem to hurt as much as it had in the past. There was no reason to keep secrets, not from Ruan. And despite the short time they’d spent together, the cop—his cop—stepped up to the line every single time Ivo needed something.

Not only that, he also had a massive orange cat the size of a VW Bug, and Ivo was beginning to think he was falling in love with the cat as much as he was the man. There were things Ruan would have to know—those secrets Ivo was sometimes tired of holding. He’d lost friends and the occasional lover whenever he spoke about who he was and what he was carrying with him. He could only hope he wouldn’t lose Ruan as well.

Ruan cleared his throat, his fingers pressing on Ivo’s upper arm. “You don’t have to—”

“I just need to figure out where to start,” Ivo confessed, wishing he could find the beginning point in the Mobius strip of his thoughts. “There’s just so much crap behind me, and I’m not even really sure where I begin in it. I think a lot of it—the big part of who I am—came out of this watery soup I grew up in. Because that’s what it feels like when you’re really young and in the system. Like I can’t even explain to you how it felt when I found out the woman caring for me wasn’t my mother, because I was really little and the other kids called her Mom, but I didn’t. I don’t know how old I was, but I wasn’t going to school yet. I just remember being angry and hurt because I tried to make her my mom, calling her that, and she would put me aside and tell me no, call me… I can’t even remember her name, but I remember her face a little bit, and she had a lot of hair, very frizzy hair she dyed red.”

“How old were you when you were taken from your mom? Your real mom?” Ruan asked. “And why? Do you know?”

“Yeah, I was really young, and the why was because she was a shitty mother. She took Bear in because she thought having him around would mean more money. His parents died, and she thought she would get money from a lawsuit and their insurance, but that went into trust for Bear, so she couldn’t touch it. She did a lot of drugs. I think she cleaned up when she got pregnant—I don’t know—but I do know one night, Gus’s twin, Puck, tried to kill me, and the shit hit the fan,” Ivo murmured, grinning at Ruan’s slight intake of shocked breath. “Puck was… I don’t know how to describe him because they kept him away from me—social services—and then our mom ended up murdering him and killing herself, so that’s a bunch of fuckup hanging around. It’s why Gus is kind of messed up in the head. Because she was just a really shitty person.”

“Do you remember her at all?”

“Not much, because she wasn’t allowed to see us without supervision. She grabbed Gus and Puck from school. That’s why they ended up—that’s not where I am—that’s something for Gus to tell you if he wants to. I didn’t really know her. And mostly I remember being angry because I didn’t have anything to hold on to. I think me wanting to call that woman Mom is why they took me out of her house, because I started punching people—the other kids—because they were allowed to be closer than I was. I remember that much,” Ivo confessed, his stomach tightening and his breath turning hot. Spot shifted on his chest, angling for a more intense scratching at his ears, and Ivo gave in to the feline’s demands.

“It was really confusing, and then I was about seven or eight when Bear showed up. He kept pushing CPS to let him see me and Gus. He felt like the first person to give a damn about me. The first one who was there all the time, because they kept moving us around. But he would always find me, and he kept promising me he would take me home one day. I just had to be patient. You know me. How patient do you think I am?”

“Probably a lot more than you give yourself credit for.” Ruan’s deep voice rumbled through his chest, sending vibrations through Ivo’s ribs where their sides touched. “I’m guessing Bear lived up to his promise.”

“He did. It just took a while for CPS to let me go, and even then, they weren’t very understanding. Gus and Mace were already there, and Luke was trying to get loose of the system. And as you can imagine, I was still kind of pissed off at the world. Every time Gus got into a fight or I got into trouble at school, they pulled me away, took me from my family, and put me with people who really didn’t give a shit.” The ceiling began to ripple, its surface wavering behind the tears Ivo felt creeping into his eyes. He refused to give his past any sorrow. Nothing he lived through deserved it. Instead, his tears were mostly for regrets and frustration at being helpless during a time when he needed to be strong. “You asked about the shoes? It’s all because of a guy named Jeremy, and when I realized I wasn’t the only freak in the world.”

Ivo was thankful Ruan stayed silent. Most of the time when he tried to share how he felt, people believed they needed to reassure him he was okay. Or worse yet, he’d sat through an army of social workers and psychologists dismissing his perspective as being dramatic or attention-seeking. He’d just wanted to be. He longed to explore things and situations just to see how they felt on him, searching to find what fit around who he was rather than shove himself into a box somebody else made.

“I’m not saying that all foster homes are shitty, because a lot of the times you get people who take in other people’s kids—kids who are really fucked up—and they just try to give them a little bit of normal to live in. Problem is, we don’t have normal. We don’t know how normal works. It’s like trying to take a dog and show it how to live in a tree. Because that’s what it feels like. Like everyone around you is a bird and you’re this mutt dragged up onto the branches where everyone else lives.” Ivo took a long shuddering breath, plunging back into the memory he usually only visited in his nightmares. “I think I was about twelve. Like I said, time gets kind of blurry. They had me on some medication—and God knows I hated that shit—but things were really more rough in my head than they are now. They took me away from Bear again and wouldn’t let me see my family. I was put in a foster home with another kid, named Jeremy, older than me, and he was probably the most out-of-the-closet kid I’d ever known.

“Problem was, our foster father hated fairies. That’s the word he used. Every single day when Jeremy got home, this asshole would say, ‘Look, the fucking fairy is back.’ Everything that came out of the man’s mouth was poison, but we were stuck there because there was nowhere else for us to go.” He blinked, surprised to find his eyes were as dry as sand and hurting. “Jeremy didn’t care. Or least he wouldn’t let anyone see him care, but in our room, he would cry a lot—these really ugly cries, and he wasn’t the prettiest kid. He was probably about seventeen and covered in acne, but he would put on makeup every morning and sometimes wear these red-sequined high heels. He taught me how to put on eyeliner, and he told me I could one day maybe wear his heels to see what they felt like if I wanted.”

“What happened? To Jeremy?” Ruan whispered, stroking at Spot’s back.

“He got beat up a lot. Our foster father would punch him sometimes when he got drunk. Nobody said anything about the bruises on his face, and he would act like nothing ever happened, but… I can’t tell you when he stopped crying. I keep telling myself I should’ve known something was weird because he used to be really passionate about things, about clothes, makeup, and art. We would lie in the dark and talk about shit for hours when we should’ve gone to bed. I would tell him Bear would come for us, because I was still enough of a kid to believe if you just waited long enough, someone would come and save you.” He swallowed, feeling the muscles in his throat tighten. “I would tell him about Bear and the others. I don’t know what he really thought, but he used to tell me he couldn’t wait to meet them. Then one day, all of that… all of those promises… went away.

“I don’t remember exactly why we were late coming back home one night. I think it was something with school, but it was just me and our foster parents who went out. Jeremy stayed home. I think it was something stupid like a science fair and I won something. I remember being excited about showing him something stupid and coming into our room. But it was dark. It wasn’t late enough for him to have gone to bed, but the room was dark.” Ivo closed his eyes, wishing he could unsee the scene burned into his brain, but it would never go away. And never was a very long time to carry the image of what he walked into.

“Our room was kind of at the end of the upstairs hall. You had to turn to the left a little bit, so the hall light didn’t quite make it into the room, but I remember seeing the red sparkle of Jeremy’s high heels swinging back and forth in the darkness. It didn’t make sense. I didn’t understand what I was seeing, because they were floating, like about at my waist. It wasn’t until I turned on the light and I saw him.

“I don’t think the rope he used is what choked him. I think it was the world. It was all of the words people used to hurt him and all of the times he swallowed down his pain.” Ivo jerked when Ruan’s fingers brushed away the tears running down his cheek, flinching at the gentle touch. “I took his shoes. I took them off of him, and I hid them away in my stuff before I told anyone about him. I don’t know why. I just did. And when CPS came to take me away again, I shoved them into the bottom of the trash bag they gave me to put my stuff into and I took them with me.”

The worst of it was still to come, and Ivo didn’t know if he had enough strength left to tell Ruan the rest of the darkness he’d fed for so long. The helplessness he’d felt rose back up, stretching its razored wings through his soul. He was barely aware of Ruan gathering him up close. Not until he heard the cat mutter a throaty feline profanity at being nudged off their bodies and felt Ruan wrapping himself around his shivering body did it dawn on Ivo he was being held. There was a gentle kiss on his mouth and another at his temple. A simple caress but one that eased the ache in his heart.

“It got worse before it got better,” he confessed, hating how a strangled sob grabbed at his words. “By the time I finally got back to Bear and the rest of the guys, my head was all turned around and I was trying so hard to be the perfect little boy. Everything I did was a struggle to be normal. But every second felt like someone was dragging sharp nails through my brain, and one day, I just couldn’t do it anymore.”

“Talk to me. Explain to me what you mean,” Ruan whispered. “What was going on?”

He didn’t know how to explain to a man who wore his masculinity as easily as a leopard wore its spots. Trying to explain to Bear how he felt back then was frustrating, trapped in the labyrinth of confusion and unsure about which way to go. Even as good as it was now, Ivo had no idea if he could truly share with Ruan what it felt like to move through life as if he were trapped in a mirror he could see through but touch no one.

“First thing you should know is there’s something wrong with my brain. I’ve had a lot of labels slapped on me for it, but none of that really matters, because people are just guessing. It’s not like you can take some blood or do some X-rays and bam! Instant diagnosis and you’ve got a cure. Sometimes there’s too much noise around me. And it feels like a pendulum—a really sharp one—swinging and slicing through my brain like a very deep paper cut. Enough to hurt and enough to make me bleed, but not enough to kill me.” He swallowed, bracing himself for the moment Ruan pulled away. It would come. It always came, and Ivo wondered if he’d left his clothes someplace he could find easily before he walked out of the front door. Another kiss on his forehead stilled those thoughts and he shut them back down, locking them away. “It’s better now. I take a very low dosage of something pretty small, and that’s enough to take away the edge. And sometimes, even though there’s always like a burring sensation or vibration inside my head, it quiets down when I’m doing things like art.

“Or if I’m with certain people. Like Bear,” Ivo whispered, then took the leap he’d been afraid to do the entire time in Ruan’s apartment. “Or with you. When I’m with you, it feels better. I don’t feel like I have to try as hard to be normal, or as normal as I can get. I feel like I can talk and not have to measure out everything I say, because sometimes my brain comes up with things that my tongue doesn’t agree with. And sometimes I say shit that later on I’m wondering what the hell possessed me to say it. But it didn’t used to be that way. I used to try everything I could not to stand out. Because being who I was, trying to find who I was, is what took me away from my family, and for the longest time, I was scared Bear and the others hated my guts because I was just too much trouble. Like Puck.”

“I’ve seen your brothers around you. I saw Bear’s face that night when I brought you home. He was so relieved you were okay he could have puked,” Ruan teased, running his thumb over Ivo’s lower lip. “I’ll have you know that, so far, I’ve had a couple of your brothers threaten me where you’re concerned. So I think it’s safe to say they love you a lot. It takes a lot of balls to threaten a guy who carries a gun.”

“If one of them was Luke, the gun doesn’t scare him. I think he can fuck somebody up with a paper straw.” Ivo nodded when Ruan lifted his eyebrows with a mocking doubt. “You’ve got to remember, I was a kid, and there was so much going on inside of my head that I couldn’t get out. I felt like I was in the way and nothing I did was right. And I wanted to tattoo so badly, but I was too young and I didn’t understand why I couldn’t—why I was good enough to clean the shop but not good enough to work it. You know, laws and shit don’t make much sense to a confused teenager.”

“Laws and shit are very important,” Ruan replied. “So what about the shoes?”

“One day, and please understand it was after just months of trying so hard I just didn’t want to try anymore,” Ivo whispered, losing himself in the sound of the rain and the feel of Ruan’s heat against him. Their bodies were so close, and he could feel every line of muscle in Ruan’s body, the heavy weight of his cock on Ivo’s thigh, the press of his hand on Ivo’s stomach, lifting with every breath Ivo took. “I was lost. That’s the best way I can really put it. I didn’t even understand why it was so important not to be myself anymore. I used to wake up in the middle of the night crying for no reason and then spend the days walking around feeling like I was dead inside. Then one day, I just stopped feeling, and I knew I was just in the way and everyone’s life would be better if I wasn’t in it.

“We’ve got this stupid small room that probably had been the dining room, but at some point someone turned it into this weirdly shaped parlor. It’s got the world’s ugliest wallpaper—layers and layers of different ugly wallpaper—and they painted over every single bit of molding until it just looks like lines of white blob running around the ceiling and fireplace. At some point there was a chandelier, and maybe somebody tried to swing from it or something, but the ceiling around it broke and you could see the joist running across the room.” He felt Ruan stiffen, probably knowing what Ivo was about to say. Their hearts felt in sync, beating rapidly despite them lying still on the bed. “I came home from school to an empty house, and I just couldn’t anymore. I used to sit in that room and stare at that ugly wallpaper because it’s how I felt. Because none of us liked that room. It didn’t fit the house, but nobody had the time to fix it and nobody cared.

“So I went and got Jeremy’s heels, put them on, and strung one of the nylon ropes we used to tie down a tarp with over that beam in the parlor,” Ivo murmured, unable to stop himself from touching his throat where the fibers burned at his skin. “It takes a long time to die if you’re choking. And I couldn’t get anything underneath me. I couldn’t reach anything to make it stop. I remember swinging back and forth, then everything going black. Next thing I knew, Bear was holding me, telling me to breathe and screaming for Mace to call an ambulance. They’d come home early and found me there. Just like I’d found Jeremy.”

“They must’ve been very scared. I’ve seen them with you. You’re very much a part of their lives.”

“I know that now. Back then, not so much,” he confessed with a chuckle. “They fought CPS tooth and nail when the social worker tried to take me away from them again. Bear threatened to take me to Canada so no one would find us. The judge they put us in front of took me back into her chambers and asked me where I wanted to live, and I told her with my brothers. She made sure social services could never touch me again.

“You see, I always wanted to wear those shoes. Put on makeup. Wear a leather jacket and combat boots. I didn’t want to live in the box I put myself in, because I hated every minute of it.” Ivo turned, finally sliding his arms around Ruan’s waist, returning his embrace. He tangled his legs with Ruan’s, just to connect them as much as he could. Staring up into Ruan’s eyes, Ivo laid a kiss on Ruan’s mouth, then nipped at the end of his nose. “They sat me down—my brothers—and listened to what I had to say… for what I finally felt like I could say. About how I felt with short hair and button-up shirts and the chess club. I wanted to read romance novels and be a tattoo artist and wear high heels with leather pants if I wanted to. And they understood. And they said it was okay. And it was.”

“And it is,” Ruan murmured, dipping his head down to steal Ivo’s breath with a ravaging kiss. Pulling away was hard for both of them, but Ruan gave Ivo enough of a chance to breathe, after leaving them panting. “There’s nothing wrong with being a hellion, babe. Nothing wrong at all.”




Fifteen

 

 

“SO I’LL see you tonight?” Ruan asked through the open window of his SUV. “And I promise, I’ll agree to do whatever you want to do so long as it means I get to keep my clothes on. Or at least my clothes on in public.”

The rain continued into the morning, but it didn’t dampen the day. They’d both woken up slowly, stretching around each other’s bodies, then took turns in the bathroom, dodging a very vocal Spot, who seemed to need enormous amounts of affection from anyone nearby. When they were both ready to leave, Ivo moved his car off of the street, parking it behind the two-story house, waving at Cranson, who was puttering around a clump of rosebushes in full bloom.

He’d opted for Converses instead of heels and took Ruan up on his offer of a shirt. He could have gotten away with wearing his jeans two days in a row, but showing up with the same shirt on as yesterday evening would’ve meant a ribbing from the rest of the crew. It felt slightly silly and firmly lodged in adolescence to be picking through Ruan’s clothes and feel a giddy thrill about wearing something from the cop’s closet, but Ivo didn’t care. Boyfriends were never something he’d taken seriously, preferring to bounce from one guy to the next, but Ruan wasn’t that kind of person.

The homicide detective was the kind of guy who remembered how he took his coffee and had a cup waiting for Ivo when he came out of the bathroom. He said nothing about Ivo wearing an ancient SFPD T-shirt or borrowing a pair of socks from his drawer, but there was definitely a wicked smile on Ruan’s face when he passed over the steaming mug. Food was the last thing on their minds, but as Ivo leaned against the car door, his stomach grumbled.

“I probably should have fed you before dropping you off,” Ruan said with a grimace. “I’m going to have to get something other than cat food into the house.”

“Yeah, I can’t keep raiding the freezer. I’ll drop my stuff off inside and go get something to eat. It’s late enough. I can get a hamburger or something at Frankie’s,” Ivo said, resting his forearms on the windowsill. He was reluctant to let Ruan go, but the cop had to be at the station in less than fifteen minutes, and the traffic alone would eat that up quickly. “I’ll see you later on this afternoon.”

“You sure you’re okay being here this early? You guys don’t open until noon.” Ruan had his cop face on, scanning the area. “I know. You’re an adult. You’ve been doing this for years. I just… worry.”

“I’m fine. Just give me a kiss and go before I regret getting out of your bed,” Ivo said. “Because technically, somebody else should be opening, but we’re lean on people right now.”

This was their twelfth kiss. He was eventually going to lose track of them, but for right now, Ivo wanted a solid number under his belt. It was sloppy, a bit hard on his back because he had to reach into the car, but Ruan met him halfway, sliding his long fingers into Ivo’s hair and knotting them through the rain-dampened strands.

Ivo was conscious of the cold air only for a moment. Then he plunged himself into the experience of tasting Ruan Nicholls. He loved how Ruan’s hair was coarse beneath his fingertips, the feel of raw silk against the smoothness of his scalp. He liked how his thumbs could find the tips of Ruan’s ears, their slight points sensitive to the touch. After seeing Ruan stumble home after long hours of work, there would be a dark stubble across his jaw later in the day. But for right now, the skin there was sleek and smooth. He’d missed a spot, a couple of hairs beneath the right side of his chin, but it wasn’t anything anyone would notice unless they were touching him.

But it was Ruan’s mouth that had nearly all of Ivo’s attention. The man could definitely kiss, tickling every want and desire Ivo hid inside of him. They moved together slowly, savoring the feel of flesh against their lips and exploring the still-unfamiliar landscapes of bone and skin.

It wasn’t until Ivo felt the sting of his lungs aching in his chest that he pulled back, gasping for air and playfully irritated at Ruan’s smirk. The damned cop always left him wanting more—more air, more kisses, more everything. He didn’t know what he wanted more of—another night tangled around Ruan’s long, sturdy body or sitting on the couch eating Chinese food out of paper boxes. Sex was definitely on the table, but as much as Ruan aroused Ivo’s cock, he satisfied something very primal in Ivo’s soul.

“Tell me when you’ve got a day off, and I’ll see about rearranging my schedule,” Ivo murmured, stealing a quick thirteenth kiss from Ruan’s parted lips. “And it’s taking everything inside of me not to say something like ‘Only if you want to spend the day with me’ or something as insecure as that. I’m just going to assume you want to spend a long time with me so you can either figure out if you want me around or if I drive you insane.”

“We already know you drive me insane.” Ruan chuckled, tweaking Ivo’s pierced earlobe. “But what I’d really like is for you to wake up next to me on that day off. No pressure for sex. And if you want, I can crash on the couch, but I liked waking up with you today. I want to wake up with you again and make you the best frozen waffles you’ve ever had in the morning.”

“I don’t know,” Ivo teased. “I can operate a toaster like nobody’s business.”

“Let me know where I’m grabbing you later. Today should be a short day unless something happens.” Ruan nodded toward the shop’s back door. “Now humor me and get inside while I’m still here. It’ll make me feel better.”

“One, it’s broad daylight,” Ivo said, rolling his eyes and holding up his messenger bag for Ruan to see. “Two, as soon as I dump my stuff and start a pot of coffee, I’m headed back out to get something to eat. So unless you hang around for an hour….”

“Fine. But I’m calling you later to make sure you’re okay,” his cop said, putting his car in Drive. “Or maybe just to hear your voice. If you call me and I don’t answer, it’s because I’m in the middle of something, but I’ll call you right back. Promise. Go have a good day, tiger, and I’ll see you later.”

“Tiger?” Ivo lifted an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Look, you get what you get. It’s early, and that’s what came out of my mouth.” Ruan grimaced. “Go. So I can at least pretend you’re safe inside when I’ve left.”

Slipping into the back of the shop, Ivo closed the door behind him, then stood stock-still, bathed in the hall’s bright lights. The smell of coffee punched through the cold air he’d let in, and all-too-familiar voices murmured in hushed tones from the front, accompanied by the clatter of someone rolling around a stool. Shrugging off his jacket, Ivo hooked it on the coat tree in the employee lounge, then headed to the front, his stomach sinking while his curiosity grew.

Earl spotted him first, and the shaggy mutt scrambled to his feet, nails clicking on the polished cement floor. The dog hit Ivo full force, but he held his ground, leaning into Earl’s slam, trying to make sense of Bear, Mace, and Luke at the shop before nine in the morning. His mind raced through the possibilities, seizing on Gus’s absence in a panic, but the others didn’t seem that bothered. Instead, the concern on their faces ratcheted up as they saw him coming into the room.

They were there for him, and Ivo wasn’t liking it.

“Don’t remember calling a family meeting,” he said as casually as he could, strolling over to his stall, where Mace was unwrapping a roll of paper towels. Shoving at his older brother’s shoulder, Ivo shook his head. “Nope. I set up my own shit. You want to help, go put Rob’s shit together. Then you all can tell me what the fuck you’re doing here.”

“You didn’t come home last night,” Bear said, pushing himself off of the stool behind the reception desk.

Bear always seemed to loom despite having a bad habit of rolling down his shoulders. His brother spent so much of his life making himself smaller, trying not to intimidate the teachers and social workers he came into contact with on a daily basis as he fought to hold his family together. His pale gray-blue eyes were so much Gus’s, but where their brother’s gaze was hardened and sometimes wary, Bear’s expression was often open, nearly serene as he listened carefully to the people around him. Even now, with his dark eyebrows pulled into a slight scowl, the worry was there, spackled on thick, and Ivo sighed, knowing his anger at being rousted by his brothers would bounce off of Bear’s impenetrable calm.

“I texted you. I told you I wasn’t coming home,” he pointed out. “So you call a family meeting? In the shop? Did Gus forget where it is? Or did he just tap out this time?”

“He’s getting donuts,” Luke finally contributed to the conversation, slapping Ivo on the shoulder as he walked by, heading to the lounge. “Coffee’s done. I’ll bring it out.”

“You sent Gus to get donuts? Why? He always gets cake,” Ivo grumbled. “I like yeast. If I’m going to get my ass chewed out for something, I should at least get the kind of donuts I like.”

“No one’s chewing on your ass,” Mace rumbled, another dark harbinger lurking behind Ivo. Being bookended by his two larger brothers made Ivo unnecessarily nervous, but Mace padded by, taking Earl with him when the dog perked up, noticing Mace was moving. “And yeah, I told him about the freaking donuts. No one likes cake. Just him.”

“I like devil’s food. The little chocolate ones,” Luke murmured in his quiet growl. He sidestepped the gamboling dog, shooing Earl aside so he could put the tray of coffee mugs and carafe down on the coffee table by the couch. “Those are cake. Earl, go lie down.”

It maddened Ivo that the dog always listened to Luke, especially since it’d been a few years since Luke had lived in the house. But as always, the odd-colored mutt they’d adopted eagerly pranced over to his bed and flopped down, his long tongue bobbing about and splattering spittle over the clean floor. Bear reached down to pat the dog as he walked by, telling Earl to stay put as he rolled over the chair from the reception desk. The couch couldn’t hold all of them, but Ivo wasn’t going to let himself get isolated on a hot seat. Commandeering a corner of the couch, he left the other side for someone else, turning his nose up at the high-sided purple velvet armchair with its hard cushion.

Bear pulled the stool over to Ivo’s side of the couch and eased down onto it, its hydraulics taking his muscular bulk without a groan. Mace sprawled out next to Ivo, but this time the couch squeaked, threatening as it always did to give way under a brutal assault. Luke contemplated the velvet armchair, then grabbed the chair from a nearby stall, dragging it over to the table. Bracketed by a wall of brothers, Ivo had nowhere to retreat, especially now, with Luke in front of him. He’d rather try to take on Bear or Mace than tangle with their smallest brother. He was about to move to the purple chair despite its uncomfortable seat just to have a way to bolt free when Gus came in through the back door.

“Hey, did the asshole finally…? Well, shit. He’s here. Guess we can’t talk about him.” Gus swaggered in, burdened by a large rectangular box and an overinflated ego. They looked so much alike, or would have if Ivo didn’t hate the dirty-blond hair they’d been given by their mother. Broader across the shoulders than Ivo, his brother nearly dropped the box of donuts down on the table. “Here. And yeah, I got yeast. And some of the chocolate ones too. I don’t know what you all have against cake donuts. My kid likes them. Rey likes them.”

“Rey would eat a bowl of dog shit if you put it in front of him,” Ivo sniped, flipping the donut box open. “Your guy’s not picky. I mean, look at his best friend over here. Who the hell would pick Mace to be their wingman if they were picky?”

“Fuck you, squirt.” Mace grabbed the glazed donut Ivo’d been reaching for. “Way too slow.”

“Fuck me? Fuck all of you.” Growling, Ivo took a sugared twist from the depths of the box. “I want to know why the hell are all of you here. Because it sure as shit isn’t because I didn’t come home last night.”

“We’re worried—” Bear started.

“They’re worried,” Gus interrupted. “I don’t give a shit, but I came for the donuts. I had to get up anyway to drop Chris off at preschool. If I’m not going back to bed after taking care of the kid, I’m going to want a donut.”

“There you go. You’ve all got donuts.” Ivo bit into his, holding it in his mouth as he poured himself some coffee. Mumbling through the pastry, he said, “Now go home.”

“You look like shit,” Luke pronounced, his dark eyes filling with storms Ivo wanted to avoid at all costs. “And you never look like shit.”

They really needed to get a new couch. God knew how many asses had already flattened the cushions and worn down the frame, but Ivo felt every lump and brace along the length of his body. He was tired. The shot of coffee he’d sipped didn’t even touch the fog hanging around his brain, but it was a start. His brothers circling around him like a pack of wolves wasn’t helping, and the joy he’d felt pulling on Ruan’s T-shirt that morning was slowly leaching away, being replaced by hot anger and a feeling of helplessness. They weren’t listening to him. Actually, weren’t even making an attempt to hear what he was saying.

They’d always give him room to hang himself, and that was probably the biggest problem. He’d gone and done it, and there was no going back from the guilt and recriminations they beat themselves up with.

“I look like shit because I spent most of the night talking to a guy I really like about that day,” he began, shoving the rest of the twist in his mouth and chewing furiously, chasing it with more coffee. “I didn’t plan on sleeping there. And not that it’s any of your business, but we literally stayed up late talking. I got to spend the night being held while there was a rainstorm going over us and sharing a bed with a thirty-five-pound cat. We talked about a lot of things. I told him what it’s like to be fucked up in the head and he told me what it’s like being a Catholic-raised homicide cop. And Bear, I texted you so you wouldn’t worry. I did all the things I’m supposed to do so none of you worry.”

“He’s a cop,” Mace declared as if Ivo was supposed to understand what the objection was. Probably from the blank stare on Ivo’s face, Mace sighed. “Sometimes they’re not the most stable of people, and he’s got a gun.”

“You’ve got an ax. Doesn’t mean I’m good to go running to a hotel lobby and break through the doors while screaming ‘Here’s Johnny.’” His coffee cup was strangely empty, but Luke took care of that for him, adding cream and sugar before Ivo could. “I like him. And I think I’m falling in love with him. Now, before any of you start giving me crap about it, I’m going to point out you all aren’t exactly the poster children for healthy relationships. Gus over here was playing yo-yo with Rey. Mace, you had this whole Rhett Butler thing going on with Rob. Luke, you’re scared to death of hooking up with somebody, because you’re scared you’ll kill them if you get pissed off, and Bear—and I love you with all of my heart—but you’ve really got to get out and date. You’re not the Widow Hen. You don’t have to raise us chickens to full adulthood before you go out and get some.”

“Really?” Bear’s thick eyebrows rose as if Ivo couldn’t parse the thick sarcasm in his voice. “The Widow Hen?”

“It’s the first thing I thought of. That’s not the point.” Ivo was grateful he’d gotten the coffee from Luke before he started his little speech, because his brother was slumped back, his arms crossed over his chest and his sloe eyes glittering with menace. “And Luke, I just said that because… well, it’s true. You’re one of the nicest guys I know. You would probably be the nicest of us if it wasn’t for Bear throwing off the grading curve. What I’m trying to say is, I’m okay. I’m feeling my way through this, and I wouldn’t be in as good of a place as I am if it wasn’t for all of you.

“See, that’s what I realized last night. I’m lying there next to Ruan, and I’m listening to him tell me where he is in his life, and it humbled me. I never thought I would be the okay one in the relationship. Not that he’s screwed up, because I’ve got that down, but I have a fuck of a lot more in my life than he does.” The coffee was a bit too sweet, but he didn’t dare say anything, and there was no way of secretly adding more to the cup without insulting an already-pissed-off Luke. To their credit, they were at least tuned in, with the exception of Luke, leaning in to listen to him. “He doesn’t have anyone like you guys in his life. He doesn’t have the family I have. He’s got friends. One of his best friends is this old Merchant Marine who owns the house he lives in, and he’s got his partner. But family? Not like you guys. Last night, talking to him about what I did to myself, didn’t hurt as much as realizing Ruan’s a hell of a lot more alone than I am. That’s what hurt. I held him as much as he held me, and that was the best part of the night. Discovering I could be strong enough, okay enough to make somebody feel safe. Even somebody with a gun.”

“So it’s serious?” Bear murmured, the concern on his face less intense, easing in a thoughtful expression. “He’s a lot older than you are.”

“I would like to present Rob and Mace for the defense as evidence against that argument,” Ivo shot back, grinning when Gus snorted. “I get you guys are concerned because you don’t know him. Everyone else who’s bounced into this family has been people that have been around. Ruan hasn’t, so he’s something unknown, but yeah, the guy’s got a gun, but he’s also got a badge. He goes out every day and wades into other people’s shit, trying to make the world a little bit better. And he does it without having people like you in his life. I want to change that. I like how he makes me feel. I like how he calms the ripples in my head and how he makes me laugh because we are so different. We’re going to have to work on shit, but I can’t be worrying about you guys not being okay with us. If there’s going to be an us, because right now it’s so early, and I don’t know. But I can hope, and unlike some of you whose names will be mentioned—Luke—nobody in his life is going to threaten me to treat him like how he deserves. And that’s kind of sad.”

“I can do that. I’m more than happy to threaten to kick your ass,” Gus called out from his spot on the purple chair. “I’ve been doing it for years. Might as well be doing it for a reason.”

“Now, as much as I’m grateful for the donuts, this is supposed to be a safe place for me. Remember?” Ivo reminded them of the promise they’d all made the first time 415 Ink became a reality. “We weren’t ever going to bring any family shit in here. This has got to be a place where we don’t carry our stuff into, because I need—we all need—a place we can come to and create without family stuff piling on us. Or is that off the table now?”

Bear’s contrition was all Ivo needed, but his older brother nodded and said, “No, you’re right. But please understand, of the five of us, you’re always going to be our baby brother, and there’s no changing that. We’re going to worry, and not just because of your past, but because we want you to have a future. Okay?”

“Okay, I can understand that. I may not always agree, but I can understand it.” Ivo glanced into the pink box on the table, its contents suspiciously heavy with old-fashioned donuts. “If you guys are going to hang around, help me get set up so I can work on the piece I need to do tomorrow. And I’m going to need something to eat. Maybe a breakfast burrito, because that asshole over there doesn’t seem to understand when we tell him don’t get cake donuts.”




Sixteen

 

 

THEY DIDN’T get their date that night. Death struck fast and hard, pulling Ruan into its grip like an old friend with a few stories to tell over bad coffee and greasy food. He and Maite caught a case nearly an hour after he dropped Ivo off at 415 Ink that morning, and he hadn’t been home to do much more than shower, shave, and catch a couple of hours of sleep. Talking on the phone patched in a few minutes of contact with Ivo and it wasn’t enough, but he’d come home to find his cat fed and sandwiches or tacos in his fridge every night with notes left for him in Ivo’s beautiful cursive, assuring him they’d connect once life settled down.

Life refused to cooperate, and Ruan raged silently about not being able to catch a murderer and losing precious time he could have been spending unpeeling Ivo’s layers and exploring his soul.

The bullpen was up to its ears in cases, drowning in death and destruction. Ruan no longer tasted the oily bitterness of the break room’s coffee, even going so far as contemplating adding a cup of water to the burnt remains left in the carafe just so he didn’t have to go through the motions of making another pot.

Luckily, a rookie came in and threw himself on the pot-renewal sword, and he’d walked away with a full mug of mostly okay java instead of the poison he’d been willing to swallow a few minutes before.

They were so close to eliminating a handful of suspects in their murder, whittling away alibis and digging through security-camera footage so bleakly gray Ruan’s eyes ached from the static-filled, jumping images. The main bullpen was windowless, buried in the middle of a maze of offices, cubicles, and interview rooms, so it was difficult to watch the day slip away. The rise and fall of voices helped, the grit in overheard conversations deepening as the sun ate its way across a dreary San Francisco sky, its passage unseen and certainly not missed when taking into account how sodden the afternoon wave of cops looked when they dragged in for change of shift.

“Vending machine’s out of chips,” Maite complained, plopping down in her chair with a thump hard enough to make its hydraulics squeal in protest. A candy bar skidded across his desk, disrupting the piles of papers he’d stacked up a few moments ago. “Here. I was forced to buy chocolate. If I have to choke down a dark-chocolate-covered coconut bar and wear it on my hips until I get to the gym, you’re going to do it too.”

“How come I got the peanut and caramel one, then?” Ruan picked up the candy, turning it over to inspect its expiration date. “And how long has this been in there? It’s probably old enough to buy me a drink.”

“You know nothing about cops and chocolate turnover in a vending machine,” his partner sniffed. “Trust me, there are days when some of us will cut our own mothers for a handful of M&M’s. Be glad I got you that one instead of the rice crackle one. That shit always goes stale and gets stuck in your teeth. Now let me see what’s next on the spreadsheet so I open up the right files. Unless you want me to go over a couple of the ones you’ve already looked at in case you’ve missed something.”

“Suppes, I’m at the point of not even seeing an elephant wearing a clown hat and juggling baby seals if one showed up on these damned videos.” He reached over to highlight the file he’d left open. “There. Take the one beneath it.”

He was halfway through the next mind-numbing hour of watching people fill their gas tanks at three in the morning when the bullpen began to buzz. The noise level rose and fell as detectives came in, usually dragging suspects behind them for a long interview in one of the cramped rooms down the hall, but the chatter rise turned electric, crackling across the murmur of muted conversations held over stacks of evidence. Not willing to risk missing anything on the screen, Ruan didn’t look up from his hundredth video until Maite nudged him in the ribs with a hard elbow.

“Captain on the floor,” she hissed. “And damned if he didn’t bring some fucking pretty company with him.”

“Fucking pretty company,” murmured Joan Castro, one of the female detectives Maite coerced into helping them review videos. “That looks like a whole bunch of trouble I’d like to try to tame.”

“The guy, not the captain,” Maite added with an eye roll. “Morgan’s wife would gut you like a fish if you even thought about what he looked like without clothes.”

“Can’t say I haven’t,” Joan confessed. “But yeah, the guy.”

Captain Donal Morgan filled the bullpen with his presence. A cop’s cop, he wore his gold star like a shield, protecting anyone and everyone who stood behind him. Followed into the force by a good portion of his equally charismatic offspring, Clan Morgan dominated the whispers and rumors scuttling about SFPD’s halls, building on their reputations as solid cops with a no-nonsense dedication to hard work and closing cases. And as lucky as Ruan considered himself to be working under the man whose star bore the scars and dents of a lifetime on the city’s streets, he was taken aback at the sight of Morgan leading Ivo through the gauntlet of uniforms and plainclothes cops stopping the captain to chat.

It was late, far too late for the captain to be at the station, but that never stopped Morgan. There’d been times when Ruan shut down his computer to stumble home for a few hours of sleep only to discover the lights were still on in Morgan’s office and him listening to another detective breaking down a case.

Ivo… he was sure as hell not expecting Ivo.

Mired in the stench of a detective bullpen, Ruan didn’t think anything could overwhelm the sinus-clotting smell of stale cigarette smoke, sour coffee, and the hint of sweat clinging to the walls and pillars, but Ivo’s presence broke through the tepid yellowness in the air.

The night rode in on Ivo’s shoulders, wrapping a cool breeze around his long body. Dressed in torn dark jeans and a buttery-smooth black leather jacket over a muscle-hugging 415 Ink T-shirt, Ivo was a mouthwatering vision of sensual heat walking toward Ruan in beat-up black cowboy boots. His deep blue eyes were ringed with kohl, and a pink flush spread over his tanned cheeks, probably from the cold wind whipping through the city streets. Morgan’s hand on Ivo’s shoulder was worrying, but the heavy plastic bags with one of Ivo’s favorite Chinese food places screened over their sides promised Ruan’s stomach a better meal than the chocolate bar Maite tossed at him.

Delectable and dangerous, Ivo patiently stood by Morgan as the captain stopped to chat with a detective, but his eyes drifted over to Ruan, and the cocky grin on his face only stoked Ruan’s apprehension. Everyone’s eyes were on Ivo, and if there was one trait every cop in the room shared, it was a rabid need to ferret out the truth. Ivo was a puzzle, a gorgeous, sleek, beautiful puzzle being escorted into a den of apex hunters left to wonder if the man was predator or prey.

“Nicholls!” Morgan’s Irish drawl cut through the bullpen chatter, a slice of whiskey through burnt coffee and thin milk. “Look who I found outside looking for ye. Thought I’d be bringing him in before heading home.”

The smile Ivo shot Ruan grew more wicked with every step he took, and Ruan guessed it would take them at least five minutes to get to his desk, barely enough time to shuffle Maite out the back door and shut it behind her. If she’d be willing to go. From the low murmuring growls coming from his partner’s throat, Ruan didn’t think he had a chance in hell of shutting down her curiosity.

“That’s your tattoo guy?” Maite whispered, digging into his arm with sharp fingers. “Jesus, why the hell were you holding out on me? Shit, he’s young. How the hell do you keep up? You need to start taking fish-oil pills and vitamins before you die from heart failure. Sheesh. Way out of your league there, partner.”

“Wait, Nicholls is dating him?” Joan’s whistle was a low, long, drawn-out, off-key chord. “I thought he just worked and slept.”

“I will give you both twenty bucks each to go away.” Ruan fumbled for his wallet, wondering if he had the cash on him. “Hell, forty if you take an IOU.”

“You don’t have enough money in your bank account to make me miss meeting this boy of yours,” Maite said with a broad, evil smile. “And you didn’t tell me he was this damned hot. Nope, not moving one inch.”

“I’ll take the forty,” Joan offered. “I’ve got a gas tank to fill. You owe me, Nicholls.”

Every eye was on Ivo’s progress across the bullpen, and Ruan pushed himself up, bracing for the impact of his personal life smack up against the star he wore.

Up close, Morgan was even more there than usual. There was something protective about his stance, a steely glint to his already-too-cunning gaze, and despite the warmth in his smile, a distinct chill lingered in his manner when he approached with Ivo a few inches behind him.

“I didn’t realize ye were seeing Ivo, here,” Morgan said softly. The steel in his eyes slid down into his voice, and Ruan was left with no doubt of its edge. “Good family. Known them for a long time.”

“Didn’t know you knew them, sir,” Ruan edged into the conversation carefully. “Ivo and I are… getting to know each other, but yeah, he’s got a good family. Haven’t met all of them yet, but the ones I have are solid.”

“Known Ivo since he could barely see over the shop’s counter,” Donal replied, each word a hard snick honing the metaphorical blade Ruan felt against his throat. “I’m heading out right now, but hope to see ye the next time we do a family BBQ, Nicholls. It’ll be good to catch up outside of work. It’s always good to learn about a man. Only way to do that is to see him with family.”

“Yes, sir,” Ruan replied around the pressure in his chest. Sliding an arm around Ivo’s waist felt natural, but the bags jostled loudly, and he pulled back, giving Ivo some room. “Looking forward to it.”

Ruan was not looking forward to it. They were on shaky ground, unfamiliar territory where the stable world he’d stood on for so long was now slipping and sliding out from under him.

He’d not done a relationship out in the open before and sure as hell never had a lover show up with bags of food in the middle of a gossipy bullpen while his supervisor and mentor stood over him like a disapproving uncle. Ruan didn’t know how to respond to Morgan’s uncharacteristic bristle. He’d always been the one Morgan stood up for, and Ruan was sure as hell not happy about being on the other side of the captain’s shield and sword. Kissing Ivo was the first thing to pop into his head, mostly because it seemed like the thing to do, but fanning the gossip fires burning on the tips of his fellow detectives’ tongues wasn’t something Ruan looked forward to over the next few weeks until something else caught their interest.

Ivo’s smile taunted him, and Ruan could practically see the line in the sand drawn in front of him. Now was a moment he needed to take, and as odd as it might have seemed, a declaration was in order… even if it was going to take place in the middle of a vipers’ nest filled with the people he admired, worked with, and sometimes stood for.

“Fuck it,” Ruan muttered and leaned over to press his mouth against Ivo’s slightly parted lips. “Here goes.”

The buzz grew loud enough to make Ruan’s ears ring, or maybe it was the pound of his heart in his chest, but the tiny moment he’d taken to kiss Ivo didn’t seem long enough.

Ivo brought more than the night and food with him. There was sweet promise in his mouth, a hint of freedom and salvation from the dreary bog Ruan lived in. A flicker of something bright swelled in Ruan’s belly, fed by a need to tumble the man he kissed into a soft bed and wring them both dry of any thought and movement. The too-brief touch of their bodies set Ruan on fire, and he pulled away slowly, reluctantly, before he said fuck it to the stack of evidence on his desk, fleeing into the night with Ivo at his side.

“Shit, you make me lose my mind,” Ruan muttered, pressing another quick kiss onto Ivo’s growing smile. “Hey, you.”

“Hey.” Ivo hoisted up the two bags he held in his hands when he got near Ruan’s desk. “I… um… brought dinner. Was hoping you could take a break for a bit. If not, I leave you food and head home. Already stopped by your place and fed the cat.”

“I think he’s got time for food,” Maite piped up. “Man’s got to eat. Conference room two is empty if you guys want privacy.”

“Not sure how much privacy we’ll get,” Ruan snorted. “The walls are glass. It’ll be like eating in a fish bowl with you sharks swimming around outside.”

“Privacy enough. Go eat and I’m going to have dinner with my bride,” Morgan drawled, nodding at Ruan, then slapping Ivo lightly on the shoulder. “Ye let me know if he doesn’t treat ye right, kiddo. There’s a lot of cold case filing to be done downstairs. At least fifty years’ worth.”

“Shit, like he’d survive Mace and Luke if he fucked me up,” Ivo snorted. “And they’re only going to get the leftovers from what I’ve done to him.”

Threatened from all angles, Ruan sighed. “I’ve got time. My eyes are beginning to bleed, and my stomach’s sure I’ve slit my own throat.”

“Good, ’cause I brought… everything,” Ivo said, glancing down at the bags. “Brought a dinner combo for your partner. If she likes chow mein, roast pork belly, and walnut shrimp.”

“You are a man after my own heart. All of that sounds good.” Ruan’s partner held out her hand. “Hello. Maite Suppes. I’m Ruan’s partner.”

“Hey, Ivo Rogers.” He set the bags down on Ruan’s chair, then shook Maite’s outstretched hand. “I’m Ruan’s… something.”

“Whatever we are, it’s good. We’re good,” Ruan interjected. “Or close enough. Tell you what, unpack the troll’s food and leave it here so she doesn’t eat any more billy goats, and head over to the conference room over there. I’ve just got to shut down a few things. I’ll grab us a couple of waters or soda to drink.”

“Shuffling me off?” Ivo cocked an eyebrow, laughing when Ruan nodded. Peering down at the bags, he said, “I’ve got to figure out which one of these is Maite’s. Point me to where you’re hiding me, and I’ll go lay the food out.”

“There.” Ruan pointed toward the conference room’s open door. “Give me five minutes. Six if I have to go hide my partner’s body.”

“Dude, seriously out of your league. Damn, check out that ass and those legs.” Maite’s wolf whistle at Ivo walking away was loud enough to bring a frown to Ruan’s brow, and he turned, scowling down at her. “Don’t look at me like that. You went from sitting in a rocking chair next to your old-man landlord to dating a guy hot enough to make a straight man look twice.”

“You still owe me that forty, Nicholls,” Joan called out from her desk a few feet away. “I didn’t get any dinner.”

“Share with Maite,” he quipped back. His mouth was still warm from Ivo’s kiss, but his spine resonated from Morgan’s chilly grip on his bones. “Suppes, do me a favor and just… try to keep things to a dull roar out here. I’m flailing here. Not like I’ve been in the closet, but—”

“You’ve never had a hot guy who knows the captain bring you dinner during a late-night shift before?” she finished for him. “Yeah, I know. But you’ve got this. I mean, think about it. You’ve got a guy willing to bring you dinner. Most of us are lucky to get a nearly expired chocolate bar and bad coffee. No one here gives a shit about who you date. Just that he brought you food. And maybe is tight with Morgan. Double-edged sword there. Go get some food in you and talk with your boyfriend. I’m going to drown my sorrows and lack of a dating life in chow mein and roast pork belly. And don’t fuck things up with him. I don’t care what Morgan’s going to do to you, but I really like a guy who thinks about a cop’s partner when he’s bringing dinner by.”

“Yeah, that’s Ivo. All about the giving,” Ruan muttered.

“Hey, he fed your cat,” Maite pointed out. “If that isn’t love, then you don’t deserve him. Especially knowing what a pig that cat is when he eats.”

 

 

“SO WE finally break in through the back door, and get this… instead of busting into a drug den, we end up going in guns drawn and piling into the kitchen of a bunch of older Portuguese women, elbow deep in sausage meat and cleaned pig guts.” Maite stopped to take a gasping breath. “And your man here—without even blinking an eye—goes, ‘Um, sorry. We were looking for drug dealers. We’ll pay for the door, and we’ll be back for some sausage.’”

“Hey, it smelled like good sausage. Wasn’t my fault Narc gave us bad intel.” Ruan dug through one of the bags, looking for a packet of hot mustard. “And why are you still in here? What happened to that privacy you promised us?”

“Hey, Ivo was the one who offered up some char siu bao and har gow. I’d be a fool to pass that up,” Maite retorted, opening up the container of food Ivo passed over to her. “This smells fantastic. You’re going to have to tell me where you got this from. I’m going to move into their back room.”

“Take a menu,” Ruan groused, shoving one of the trifolds into Maite’s bag. “Now, get out.”

“I like her,” Ivo said after Maite closed the conference room door behind her, stopping long enough to make funny faces at Ruan through the glass partitions before heading to her desk with a plateful of food. “I like how she doesn’t take any of your shit. She’s like a little sister.”

“She’s something,” he admitted, lowering the blinds to block out prying eyes. “I love her, but man, she can be a brat.”

“That’s ’cause she has all of your secrets.” Ivo broke apart a pair of chopsticks clean down the middle, then rubbed at the wood until all of the splinters were broken off. He worked on the next pair while Ruan pulled a chair up, adjusting the height of the seat to accommodate his long legs. “We’re probably going to have to eat fast. I’ve sucked up a lot of your time.”

“Not so much. A break’s good. Everything was starting to blend together.” The food smelled amazing and Ruan’s stomach growled, wondering why it was still empty. “Thank you for this. You’re great for bringing this down.”

“Hey, I get to see you and make sure you’ve got food in you,” Ivo replied, leaning over to kiss Ruan on the corner of his mouth. “And it was great to catch up with Donal. Haven’t seen him in a few months. Had the biggest crush on Connor when I was younger. Then some other cop brought me home when I was seventeen and took his place.”

“Somehow, I can’t imagine me taking Connor Morgan’s place in some guy’s heart,” Ruan chuckled, mixing mustard and shoyu together into a shallow paper cup. “But thanks for the ego stroke.”

“Con’s nice, but he’s too… there’s a lot of him. He needs someone nice. Like, Forest fits him. They’re like ‘sweet apple pie and vanilla ice cream’ nice.” Ivo began opening containers, arranging them in front of their plates. “I’m not that nice. Hell, I’m not even pleasant to be around some days. Those two wake up to bluebirds and sugar-candy hearts. Me, I’ve got a one-eyed crow horking up old dog food it’s stolen from Earl’s dish and needing at least five cups of black, syrupy coffee to get my brain working. You I fit with. ’Sides, I love your cat. If we don’t work out, I’m keeping Spot.”

“He’d probably agree. He sure as hell sees more of you than he does me,” Ruan admitted, watching Ivo dish out food for them.

For all of his talk, Ivo was a caretaker, and the scooping out of shrimp from the chow mein onto Ruan’s dish proved it. Life with Ivo probably wouldn’t be filled with grand gestures, but Ruan knew he didn’t need proclamations of love plastered across billboards or lit up in fireworks across a night sky. Discovering he liked being taken care of was a surprise, and Ivo paid attention to the small things in Ruan’s life—tidbits like his love of shrimp or liking hot mustard in his shoyu to dip egg rolls into. It was damned nice to share a dinner with Ivo in the close confines of a conference room. He didn’t need a fancy dinner with candles and violins. The clatter of a detectives’ bullpen as a bunch of cops worked to solve a string of murders was music enough, and the pleasant heat of Ivo’s leg against his thigh was all the fire he needed to keep him company while eating.

He was in love with Ivo—Ruan knew that much—and he couldn’t think of a nicer way to live his life than sharing takeout with the beautiful tattoo artist who threw him for a loop whenever he thought he had Ivo figured out.

“Something wrong with the food?” Ivo held a shu mai a few inches away from his mouth, its flat bottom dripping with chili oil and shoyu. “You’re not eating.”

“I was just thinking how nice this was. How great it is to have you here.” Ruan dug into his noodles, spearing a shrimp. “And how odd it is not to have to share my food with Spot. Bastard will pluck stuff off my plate without even a bit of guilt.”

“Yeah, with a cat, what’s yours is his and what’s his is his.” He chuckled. “I was wondering how I’d feel coming down here… guns and cops and everything. Then, when I got here and Donal spotted me at the desk, I worried I’d maybe gone too far. You might not want me to just show up at your work. I should have called you first.”

“Hey, call only to make sure I’m at the station,” Ruan said through a mouthful of rice noodles. “I was shocked, but mostly because I’d never had anyone come by. It’s good. It’s damned good to see you. Hell, I’ll take any second of time I can get with you during craziness like this. Reminds me what normal should be. Tell me how you know the captain. That was more of a shock than seeing you show up with food.”

“He and Con got tattooed by Bear a while back. The SFPD shield. Because, you know, they’re ubercops,” Ivo replied with a grin. “Kane got one when he made lieutenant, so now they all match. Figure the twins will get the same once they make sergeant or something. I don’t know them. Then come to find out, Damie got his kirin inked by Ichi, who mentored me in the beginning, so it’s like a huge tangled mess of ink and social incest. Lots of lines crossing. Can’t imagine working for Donal. He’s like Connor. A lot of cop. But more of a dad. His wife’s intense. I love Brigid.”

“I’ve met her once. She’s like a tsunami,” Ruan confessed. “I’d be more scared of meeting her in a dark alley than the captain. He’d talk to you first. She’d probably gut you.”

“Yeah, she’d want to feel your blood run over her hands,” Ivo agreed. “No guns for her. She’d want to feel you die.”

“Talk to me about the gun thing. Just curious.” He angled his chair toward Ivo, bumping their knees together. “I mean, I’m a cop. A gun comes with the star. I know you’re not great about them, but I also don’t want to have it stress you out.”

Ivo didn’t answer him at first. Picking through some of the dim sum, he arranged a spread of dumplings across his plate, then took his time selecting one to dip into his sauce. Biting into a gau gee, he sucked on its insides and chewed, looking everywhere but at Ruan.

“I’ve not been shot at or anything,” he finally said, looking up at Ruan. Hooking his leg over Ruan’s, Ivo leaned back into the chair, rocking into its padded cradle. “I think a lot of it has to do with how fucking scary they are. They’re unpredictable, and you’ve got to have faith that the person holding one knows what they’re doing and isn’t drunk or high. A knife you kind of at least know you’ve got a chance or something, but a gun’s not like that. Everything is out of your control if someone’s pointing one at you. And I’m not exactly the most trusting of people.

“You, I’m okay with. You come home, lock it down, and you don’t get drunk or angry. I don’t feel unsafe around you, and I can’t say that about everyone,” Ivo confessed. “Maybe a lot of what I feel is from what Luke’s gone through, but either way, you’re talking about something that punches a pretty big hole through someone. They’re something someone made to kill something else. That’s all it does. That kind of shit scares the living hell out of me. I hate not having control over what happens to me, and I think that’s pretty much the worst thing about guns, I don’t have control.”

“What happened to Luke?” Ruan asked, then shook his head, holding up a hand in apology. “Nope. Sorry. Not your story to tell. I know that about you. I just want you to feel safe and okay with me carrying. It’s a part of the job, and I like guns, but I should never ever point one at you. Or anyone without intending to defend myself or someone else. That’s a part of the job too.”

“So no hunting Bambi and Thumper?” Ivo teased. “Or Daffy?”

“Not really. I went hunting with my grandmother. She was a killer shot, so I grew up with guns, but there’s something I discovered about hunting,” he replied ruefully. “I don’t like killing things, and I sure as hell don’t like dressing a carcass. I can do it if I have to, but I’m not a hunter. For me, a gun’s a part of being a cop, and I’m okay with that. I know where my meat comes from. Not like I think it’s pristine and appears on Styrofoam trays, but I’m fine with not stocking my own freezer. There’s other things I’d rather be doing, like eating dinner with you in the middle of a cop house.”

“Really, ’cause I was thinking this is nice, but I’d rather be fighting the cat off the shrimp at your place so we could get tangled in the sheets afterwards,” Ivo shot back, stealing a piece of pork from Ruan’s plate with a quick grab of his chopsticks.

“Babe, I’ll take you any way I can get you,” Ruan murmured, then leaned over to lick the sweet-and-sour sauce left on Ivo’s lips. “So just remember, it doesn’t matter where we are, so long as we’re in it together.”




Seventeen

 

 

WHEN DEATH settled down, Ruan thought bitterly, one murder turned into another and his department was stretched thin trying to extinguish a trail of revenge murders while being a step or two behind. Six days after Ivo came by for dinner, his department was still going full throttle, and it ground Ruan down, but every interview, each scrap of evidence, tightened the case up. And then on the seventh day, as if God himself called for a rest, the whole thing broke open and they’d been able to close the metal-barred door behind the man who’d been terrorizing a neighborhood.

At ten o’clock, he’d called it a night. The paperwork pile they’d been left with was as carved down as it was going to get, and the rest of it could wait until they came back to work day after next. Maite declared her numb brain couldn’t take much more, and he’d agreed. His stomach had a hole in it from gulping down cop-house coffee, and the vending machine’s supply of chips and cookies was stale and lean, picked over until the spiral feeders looked more like an archeological dig than a source for quick and easy food.

“Hell, I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck.” Maite yawned, sliding on her jacket while they walked to the parking garage. The cold swept back down, bringing with it a bit of fog and enough of a nip that she’d tugged a thick beanie on her head, pulling it down far enough to hide her eyebrows. “Think your boy fed your cat so you can just go crash?”

“Not a boy. I keep reminding you about that.” Ruan chuckled, ignoring Maite’s middle finger poking up in his direction. “Drive safe. You don’t get home, your mom’s going to come after me. She’s already warned me she’s got a paring knife with my name on it. Don’t be the Suppes that she uses it for.”

“She should have used it on Dennis. He’s the one who got shot up and needed you to save his sorry ass,” she snorted, unlocking her sports car. “And I don’t get why she’s threatening you. You’ve already pulled one of her kids out of the line of fire. How many do you have to save before she starts blaming Dad for us all being cops and not you?”

“I don’t know. Let me know when you find out. Say hi to Richard for me, and tell him I miss having him as a partner. At least back then, his wife wasn’t threatening to cut off my gonads if someone bruised her babies.” Ruan did a quick scan of his back seat, more habit than threat, then keyed open his door. “Don’t forget. We’re off tomorrow. You come in, you finish the reports.”

“Chances of that happening are slim to none, Nicholls. This mama’s girl has a date with a thick book, a fireplace, and a big cup of coffee,” she shot back, climbing into her car. “I might not even put on pants.”

“Things I didn’t need to know, Suppes,” he called out through his open window as she drove slowly past him. “Shit, this has been a long fucking week.”

The drive home went by in a blur—long shadows of buildings broken up by streetlights and pedestrians. By the time he pulled into the alleyway on the side of the house, Ruan’s eyes were burning, the long hours catching up with him. The lights were on in his front room, but he’d grown used to coming home to Ivo having already been there, leaving not just the living room lamp on but also the television, tuned in on some video of birds going about their business to keep the cat entertained.

“I’m going to crawl into….” His mind stuttered when he spotted the enormous International Scout squatting next to Cranson’s old beater, edged close to the trash bins, leaving Ruan’s spot open. “Oh, God couldn’t be so nice to me today. That’s got to be a mirage or something.”

Other than sharing a hastily bolted-down meal of tacos while sitting in his car behind 415 Ink, he hadn’t seen Ivo in person. Their time apart had been stitched together by texts and short phone calls. Last he heard, Ivo’s car was in the shop for new brakes and he’d been driving Bear’s Scout around, thankful he hadn’t been stuck with a sparkling-champagne minivan the brothers used as a spare car whenever one of theirs died. Parking his car, Ruan glanced over at the screened-in porch while grabbing his jacket from the back seat. Cranson’s heaters were off, and the light was on in his bedroom, a sign the old sailor was making an early night of it.

The stairs were as high and long as Everest, or at least that’s what Ruan’s legs felt like when he dragged himself up them. Opening the front door, he stepped into the warm apartment and was greeted by a purring massive cat and the sight of Ivo dumping a basket of clothes onto the couch. Startled, he tossed the basket aside and made a grab for a heavy mug sitting on the table, laughing when he realized his intruder was Ruan.

There was something sexy about a long stretch of man in faded jeans and bare feet standing in his living room. Ivo’s waistband rode low on his hips, hanging on the juts of bone on either side of the muscular strip of skin exposed beneath the hem of his ruched T-shirt. The crackled silkscreen of SFPD stretched tight across Ivo’s sculpted chest, the shirt’s once-bright-blue fabric aged down to a soft dove gray, a brush of foil for Ivo’s deep blue eyes and golden skin. The streaks in his black hair were a pale hematite rainbow, the pink and purple hues lighter than the teal and blues. The shift in the dye gentled the harsh shadows of Ivo’s face, picking the pretty out of the handsome, accentuating the plumpness of his full mouth and framing his strong jaw.

He was probably the prettiest man Ruan ever met, and there he stood in the middle of Ruan’s house, doing laundry. The domesticity of it would’ve been amusing if Ivo wasn’t prepared to do battle with a thick-walled coffee cup and a fierce temper. Ruan didn’t have a lot to defend or even steal, but Ivo was there, a battle-savage snarling angel with a metaphorical sword in his hand.

“Shit, I almost fucking brained you with this.” He chuckled, hefting the mug. “You’re home. Early even. I was going to head out after I finished folding this stuff up. Figured you didn’t have time to do laundry, so I went all stalker and jumped at the chance to fold your underwear.”

“You can fold my underwear any time you want. I can’t even think up enough words to thank you for taking care of my life while this shit’s all gone down,” Ruan muttered, slinging his jacket on the coat tree. “Hell, it’s good to see you. Come here.”

The cat had other plans. Spot reached up and hooked his claws into Ruan’s jeans, stretching himself up to his full length and chirruping at his owner. Laughing, Ruan wrestled the cat up off the floor, slinging Spot over his shoulder and tilting his head when Ivo came in for a kiss.

Cinnamon and horchata shouldn’t have tasted as sweet as it did on Ivo’s mouth, but Ruan was pleasantly surprised by the punch of spices he found on Ivo’s lips. He explored slowly, sipping and biting through a long butterfly flock of kisses, gently easing his way past Ivo’s soft laughter until both of them were left screaming with need. Spot grew weary of being trapped between them, his tail lashing Ruan across the face. Then his back claws dug in, trying to find enough purchase to launch himself off of Ruan’s shoulder.

“You better let him down,” Ivo whispered against Ruan’s open mouth. “There’s tacos in the fridge for you and some Creamsicles in the freezer. Let me finish folding up your stuff and I’ll get out of your hair.”

Letting go of Ivo was much harder than letting go of the cat, but he couldn’t do one without the other. Frowning, Ruan rubbed at the scratches beneath his shirt when he followed Ivo into the kitchen. He should’ve felt like a stranger in his own house, having not been there for so long for any length of time, but the brightness of the front room and the delicate perfume of fabric softener made it feel like a home. Almost as much as the soul-searing kiss he got from Ivo at the front door.

“The case is locked down, and I can’t think of a better reward for me catching a murderer than having you next to me in the morning. I don’t even have to get up early. We were told we could get a couple of days off after the slog we did. All that’s left to do is some minor paperwork, and a lot of that’s going to be dependent on what the lab finds,” Ruan lobbed out, his eyes on Ivo’s ass as the inker reached for a white paper bag in the fridge. “That is, if you can stay. I know we haven’t had a lot of time together, and I’d like to promise you that it’s not like this all the time. But people are assholes to each other and—”

“And you’re there to catch the bad guys,” Ivo finished for him, putting the bag of tacos on the counter. “Actually, why don’t you go take a shower, and I’ll throw these in the oven to heat up. The lettuce might be shitty, but carnitas taste better warmed up. I can definitely stay, and if you’re up to it, you can come down with me to San Jose. That’s where I was headed when I was done here. There’s a tattoo expo tomorrow, and I was going to drive down tonight, crash at a cheap hotel, and hit it up early enough to come back so I could feed the cat.”

Sensing one of his favorite people was talking about him, Spot warbled at Ivo from his perch on the back of the sectional, then pounced into the clump of dryer-warm clothing, spreading it across the couch. Ivo sighed, shaking his head as he unpacked the tacos.

“That actually sounds like a really good day. I’ll even buy you breakfast,” Ruan murmured, sliding his arms around Ivo’s waist from behind. They stood there for a moment, breathing together. Then Ivo leaned his head back, resting his temple against Ruan’s cheek. “I really would love for you to stay tonight. I sleep better when you’re next to me. I wake up happier when I stretch out in the morning and you’re there. Also, it gives Spot somebody else to lie on, and you know how heavy that asshole can be.”

“If you come with me, you’ve got to be okay with how I’m going to look,” Ivo rumbled, a soft warning in his voice. “Sometimes these things get a little bit complicated, and I like going into them as much of myself as I can get. If you’re not good with that….”

“I’m going to be okay. And it’s going to be a good way for me to push through some of the shit that I’m carrying and get to see you in your own world,” Ruan said. There was a lot about Ivo he didn’t understand, and from what little he’d gathered up, he could still see ego was a major part of the tattoo community. He wanted to see what Ivo dealt with and how he interacted with others, artists who weren’t a part of his family or his shop. “Are there going to be a lot of other inkers there?”

“Yeah. People go to these things to get tattoos from other artists, and it’s a good way to see everyone’s portfolios. Sometimes we go as a shop to a few of these, but there was too much going on when they were looking to get the tables together, so we tapped out of it. There’s a lot of people who are up-and-coming that I want to look at. Bear said if I saw anybody promising, to see if they want to come in,” Ivo replied, gently pulling away from Ruan. “So I’m kind of working and kind of dealing with other artists who may or may not be assholes. I also want to check out a guy who makes custom machines. There’s also new inks and other stuff, so it’s definitely going to be a lot of walking and talking. If you’re up to that, it would be great to have you along. But it’s your day off. If I were you, I’d sleep in.”

He didn’t miss the tentative nibble Ivo did to his lower lip as he spoke. There was a thread of nervousness there, either about going to the expo or asking Ruan to come along, but something agitated Ivo’s confidence. The signs were subtle, buried beneath his strong personality, but Ruan was beginning to spot Ivo’s tells. The tap of his fingers on the counter or the way his attention shifted up to the ceiling for a brief moment, a pause to gather his thoughts. It didn’t matter what it was. Ruan was determined to smooth things over for Ivo, just like Ivo had done for him while he busted his ass to bring down a murderer.

“Sleeping in might sound great, but I think I’d rather spend the day with you.” Ruan brushed his lips against Ivo’s neck, the smallest caress he allowed himself, more than a little bit afraid he would end up pulling Ivo onto the couch and making love to him in the middle of the freshly washed clothes. “I’ll go take that shower, and when I come back, I want to hear about what you did today—other than my laundry—and then maybe, if I don’t fall asleep on you, we can figure out what we want to do with the rest of our night.”

 

 

HE FELL asleep.

He’d come home to tacos and a beautiful man and fell asleep on the couch.

And if it hadn’t been for Ivo nudging him awake to move to the bedroom, he’d have woken up aching and sore from spending hours twisted up on the couch like a broken doll some kid left in the middle of a sodden yard.

At some point Ivo had gone to shower, changing out of his clothes and into the tank top and sleep pants. It was funny how the scent of his soap on Ivo’s skin aroused him. It was silly and primitive, but Ruan liked it. He liked seeing Ivo in his clothes. He liked seeing Ivo with his cat and on his couch. He enjoyed knowing how Ivo took his coffee and loved the appreciative purr Ivo made when he took his first sip, giving Ruan a sweet smile over the rim of his mug.

He wanted to dig his fingers into Ivo’s streaked hair and pulled his head back so he could explore every inch of Ivo’s elegant neck. He wanted to kiss the tattoos on Ivo’s skin, take the time to explore the artwork, and discover where Ivo was ticklish. Their night together had been one of comfort, more of a sensual rub of their souls than sexual gratification, but Ruan definitely itched and ached for the man leaning over him.

The sound he made at Ivo was meant to be sexy, but it came out sounding more like he’d strangled an alligator—a growling squeak caught tight in his throat, unable to break free past his numb tongue and fuzzy brain. Ivo’s scowl was adorable, and Ruan grinned up at him as he tugged at the drawstring of Ivo’s pants.

There was definitely no underwear under the cotton, the fabric faithfully clinging to the muscles of Ivo’s taut thighs and curving around the length of his cock resting against his left leg. There was a lot of power in those limbs. Impossibly long and immeasurably graceful, they seemed to carry on forever, and Ruan desperately wanted to feel them clenched around his waist or resting on his shoulders.

“Come on, quit grumbling at me.” Ivo’s hands were surprisingly strong, or his arms were. Ruan wasn’t quite awake enough to process anything other than to be oddly aroused by Ivo’s biceps tensed into hard curves as he leaned over Ruan to lift him up off the couch. “You’re going to be really sorry in the morning if I just leave you here.”

“I’m really sorry now,” he mumbled, sitting up slowly. “I can’t believe I fell asleep on you. Did I at least eat the tacos?”

“Three of them. Spot helped you polish off the one you bit into and left on the plate. He’s generous that way.” Ruan let his body go slack, purposely making it difficult for Ivo to move him. Narrowed midnight-blue eyes told Ruan exactly what Ivo thought of that plan. “You’re awake enough to walk to the bedroom. So, you either get up, or I’m leaving you here. And I’m taking the cat.”

“You say that like it’s a threat,” he teased, sitting up and swinging his legs to the floor. Ivo moved out of the way, stepping around the coffee table to give Ruan room. “I know what a bed hog he is. And he farts. Actually, he’s been a lot more gassy since you’ve been feeding him. What have you been giving him for dinner?”

“Chopped up, braised detective bits with sardine gravy,” Ivo drawled, turning off the main room’s lights. There was a lamp on in the bedroom, its soft glow reaching out through the shadows of the hallway. “Come on. Get up so you can go to bed. Tomorrow’s going to be a lot of walking and dodging assholes. You’re going to need your strength. Catching killers is amateur hour compared to pissed-off artists with chips on their shoulders.”




Eighteen

 

 

THERE’D BEEN many nights when Ivo was awake at three o’clock in the morning. The reasons for that were many. Sometimes it was the hour he rolled in after a night of partying, back in the days when he wasn’t responsible for a tattoo shop and its employees. Other times it was the shock of an image so vivid it shook the sleep from his brain, his thoughts racing to capture its form before it slithered away, tucking itself back into the dreams or nightmares that brought it forward. There’d even been a few times when his nephew, Chris, called out for something, mostly to reassure himself his uncles were around but sometimes to con a scoop of ice cream out of Bear or Ivo, requesting the treat to calm his nerves.

This time it was Ruan’s weight leaving the bed, then the click of the bathroom switch being turned on, a line of light shining out from under the door.

He shouldn’t have been unsettled by the empty space beside him. He’d slept alone for years, rarely sharing a bed, and even then, Ivo was usually out the door before the sun really broke through and delivered the day. It was stupid how different it was with Ruan—the comfortable snug of their bodies fitting together and the softness of the covers wrapped around their legs, giving the cat a hammock to sleep in. Propping himself up on one elbow, Ivo waited for Ruan to come back out, letting his eyes adjust to the cobalt-and-gold tint of the darkened room.

It said something about a bare-chested, rugged man who considerately turned off the light before opening the bathroom door adjacent to a bedroom. Of course, Ivo could say a lot about Ruan, most of it good. But for all the talking they’d done, Ivo needed more. And at three in the morning, it seemed like the perfect time to ask for it.

Ruan’s torso was hard, chunky with muscle and broad across his shoulders. He was built for stamina and fighting, his hips narrow and his arms long for a good reach, pushing his large hand into a powerful right hook. There wasn’t any question he was a scrapper. Enough light came through the hastily pulled curtains from the street outside to see a lifetime of living hard and fighting, a faint roadmap of scars and blemishes curling around a street-tough cop.

Spears of thin yellow light grabbed at Ruan’s face, sculpting gold beneath his lower lip, then across his cheekbone and eyes when he walked past the partially open curtains. The faint scruff of beard on his jaw made him look more like a pirate or smuggler than a cop—a delectable kiss of bad boy on top of his strong features. His smile was gentle, apologetic, and totally at odds with the wickedness of his face.

“Damn, I didn’t want to wake you.” Ruan’s rasp tickled the depths of Ivo’s belly, stroking at the velvety need he’d nursed for the detective from the moment he first spotted him. “It’s way too early.”

“Or late,” Ivo murmured, shivering at the brisk air Ruan let in under the covers as he crawled back into bed. “Crap, it got cold.”

“Yeah, I turned up the heater.” Flicking out the comforter so it lay over both of them, Ruan yawned. “Spot climbing under the covers woke me up. He doesn’t like the cold. Or my bladder either, because the bastard dug down with his back legs until I had to pee.”

Ruan’s arousal nudged Ivo’s thigh, a solid insistent push of flesh and heat against the curve of his crotch. His own cock thickened at the touch, responding to Ruan’s nearness and the tension they’d stoked up between them over the past few weeks. It was odd to hurt with want. It was not anything Ivo ever experienced before, and despite it being three in the morning, he wanted to crawl over Ruan’s hard body and drink down every bit of the man’s heat.

“I’m not asking you this because it’s a landmine,” Ivo said, hopefully reassuringly, but Ruan narrowed his eyes anyway. “Don’t give me that look. I just need to ask you something.”

“Is this something going to change what we’ve got between us?” Ruan responded, shuffling upward so his shoulders were on a pillow, his back against the mattress. “Because I’ve been thinking about things. About us.”

“My question was where do you see this going? But it sounds like you’ve already got a path down.” Lying on his side, Ivo studied Ruan’s face, happy to see it stripped of the mask he wore as a cop. There was a lot of emotion in his eyes, his mouth quirked up into a wry smile. The heater kicked on, blasting them with a wave of hot air, and Ivo tugged the comforter down, exposing Ruan’s chest. The dark coins of his nipples were taut, rigid points, prickled from the cold or probably from the scratch of Ivo’s nails over their surface. “Talk to me.”

“You keep doing that and I’m going to stop talking and start doing,” he warned. “Where do I see this going? The truth is you slipped into my life, which is kind of silly, because you’re probably the loudest personality I know. So the idea of you subtly working into my heart and mind is kind of funny, but tonight when I saw you here in the house, my first thought was that I’d come home.”

“Well, you live here,” Ivo teased. “You’ve even got a saber-tooth tiger guarding the place. I mean, he’s a shitty guard, but he’s here, ready to take any chicken or fish a robber might show up with.”

“Funny. Not wrong but funny,” Ruan said with a smirk. His eyes went smoky as Ivo made another pass across his chest. “I dump my stuff here and I stop downstairs to talk to Cranson, but it’s always felt like someplace I was dropping by more than anything else. And I know it hasn’t been long that we’ve been doing this thing we’re doing, but you’ve become a part of my world. I go to work and I’m wading through other people’s shit, but I know you’re out there, carrying a part of me with you, and that makes me feel good. I know I’ve got things I have to work through—”

“I do too.” Ivo made a face, thinking about the ghosts living in his head and the crap he dragged along with him. “You do okay.”

“Thanks,” Ruan replied, then hissed at Ivo’s pinch of his nipple. “Stop that. I’m trying to be serious.”

“Serious usually means shit changes, and that’s usually never a good thing for me,” he confessed. “There’s been too many times I’ve heard ‘Sit down, we’ve got to talk’ and everything good in my life was taken away from me. You’re something—someone—really fucking good in my life, and I don’t want to lose you.”

It hurt to be so open. To be so vulnerable. To crack open his chest and hand to Ruan his heart, hoping it wouldn’t be dashed to the floor and broken into a million pieces. Ivo was tired of patching himself back together, holding his breath for the moment someone told him to get out. He’d lost count of how many families he’d been shuffled through before finally gaining a foothold with his brothers. That uncertainty never went away, and his chest clenched and spasmed with fear, testing his faith in the people he loved.

Just as it was being tested right now.

“Baby, you’re not going to lose me,” Ruan whispered, lifting Ivo’s hand to his lips, kissing Ivo’s fingertips. “You asked me where we’re going? I don’t know, but I know I want you with me every step of the way. No matter where we end up. No matter where we call home. I knew I’d fallen for you the moment I came across you holding those guys off with a baseball bat. As stupid as that sounds, it’s true. I love how you’re a fighter but you want to know and explore everything. You challenge my perspective without challenging me, and that’s the kind of man I need in my life. You’re the man I want in my life.”

They undressed slowly, but neither had much to take off. Ivo laughed when Ruan got his foot caught in the waistband of his sweats, then broke out in a fit of chuckles during Spot’s kamikaze launch onto the bed, the heavy feline determined to do battle with the furiously moving body parts beneath the covers. Ivo rolled onto his back, watching a disgruntled and slightly scratched-up Ruan carry the muttering cat to the hallway, then close the bedroom door behind him.

“Remind me again why I love that cat?” Ruan asked, a naked Irish warrior standing proud and defiant in silhouette against the bedroom wall.

“Because he reminds you of me?” Ivo wished there was more light in the room, but a quick tug on the curtains took care of that. “I want to see you.”

“Then you better hope our neighbors across the street don’t have binoculars, because they could probably look right in.” Ruan padded across the room, stopping short of the bed when Ivo held his hand up. “What?”

“There’s condoms and lubricant in my duffel bag.” He nodded toward the dresser. “On the left side. In the corner.”

“Pretty sure of yourself there,” Ruan teased but made quick work of opening the bag. “Wait, you weren’t supposed to see me today.”

“I’ve been carrying those around in my bag for the time we finally got together,” Ivo grumbled at him. “Don’t be an asshole and ruin it.”

“I was just teasing. Promise.” He held up the sachets he’d found. “And as much as I hate to admit it, I’ve been meaning to grab some for a while. I just haven’t had time.”

“You’ve got a pretty brutal life, detective.” Crooking his finger at Ruan, Ivo gave him the cockiest grin he had. “Come over here so I can kiss and make it better.”

 

 

SEX WAS always something Ivo enjoyed, but it’d become a distant memory, buried beneath long hours of working the shop and digging into old tattoo techniques. He’d enjoyed the act, his body satiating its lust for a long moment, enough to bring him off the edge of crazy. Sex gave him a brief glimpse into the world he always felt distant from. Touching another man’s body anchored him, or so he once thought.

Ruan lying on top of him, finding the soft skin along his throat with his teeth and running callused hands up Ivo’s thighs brought him closer to the earth than he’d ever experienced before.

Most people wanted to fly. They envisioned wings made up of everything from feathers to metal, the wind lifting them up from the ground to dance among the clouds and feel the rush of wind against their faces. Ivo longed to feel the dirt beneath his feet, the solidity of another soul next to him, and to plunge his fingers into long grasses, wrapping them around his hand until he finally became one with the world around him. He knew the storms lurking on the horizon, felt their fury and moods up close, coming away from the uncertainty of the winds with his skin bruised and his bones broken. He’d learned to temper his flights, the sky through his art and through his dreams, but Ruan holding him gave Ivo a touchstone to grab on to and embrace.

“You feel so damned good,” Ruan whispered, his tongue coursing over Ivo’s nipple. His hands felt as if they were everywhere, or maybe they were. Either way, Ivo twisted beneath them, needing to be touched again when they ghosted away to explore another stretch of skin. “I love the way you taste.”

Lightning storms played across Ivo’s body, crackling nerves and tightening muscles responding to Ruan’s touch. He was on fire, his cock rigid and demanding to be touched, its tip wet with anticipation, then quivering when Ruan’s tongue finally found it. The rasp of his teeth along Ivo’s head was nearly enough to bring Ivo over the edge. He was too close, too primed from Ruan’s explorations to do anything other than writhe and beg.

Even as his hands kneaded at Ruan’s shoulders, half begging his lover to bring him to completion.

The sensation of hovering there was sharp, a metal razor stropping over his skin, his shaft painfully tight and aching. Ruan pulled back, blowing on Ivo’s wet skin, his breath ghosting a brush of cold air over the heat but not enough to soothe away the throbbing need burrowing into Ivo’s core.

“Jesus, if you don’t get me off soon, I’m going to lose my mind,” Ivo muttered, reaching uselessly for Ruan’s hard cock. “At least let me touch you.”

“You touch me and I’m never going to have the chance of being buried inside of you tonight,” he grumbled, laughing as he stretched over Ivo’s chest to grab at one of the condom packets they left by the pillows. “I’m an old man, remember. I’m probably going to pass out from exhaustion once we’re done.”

“You’re not old,” Ivo snorted, suppressing a small laugh as Ruan fought with the packet. “And haven’t you opened enough ramen packets to be able to do that? Shit, give that to me. I’ll do it.”

“Good. I’ve got other things to take care of.” Ruan tossed the foil square onto Ivo’s stomach, then grabbed at the plastic tube of lubricant to snap off its end. “Lift your knees up. Let me see you.”

It was wanton and exciting to plant his feet on the mattress, parting his knees for Ruan. The pillows were enough of a prop for Ivo’s shoulders to be lifted up so he could watch Ruan coat his fingers with lube, but the man moved slowly, drawing out each motion until Ivo forgot he was supposed to open the foil. It sat pinched between his fingers, slightly torn open but not nearly enough to be of any use, and the moment Ruan’s slickened, warm fingers touched his taint, Ivo forgot all about everything entirely.

Ruan knew what he was doing. That much was certain. Leaning over Ivo’s torso, he put himself within reach, and Ivo grasped at the heavy length rigidly pressing against the V of his hips. He opened his mouth, accepting Ruan’s kiss with an eager enjoyment, sliding into the rush of pleasure at Ruan’s body on his. Then came the insistent push of Ruan’s fingers at the ring of muscle between Ivo’s cheeks, and he fell hard, arching into Ruan’s touch.

“Jesus,” he ground out, pushing through the slight punch of ache stretching across his ass. “Fuck, your fingers are long.”

It’d been a long time since he’d shared a bed with someone. There hadn’t been anyone who captured his interests or his mind to want to do anything more than dance with, maybe flirt. Ruan kept him intrigued, comforted, and now was taking his sweet damned time with Ivo’s body, making him reach for every ounce of self-control he had to not spill his balls out all over Ruan’s hard stomach.

“Got that open for me yet?” Ruan stroked along the inside of Ivo’s body, curling his fingers up into the curve he found there. “Because I can do this all night, if you want.”

“Fucking asshole,” Ivo swore softly. “Hold on. Shit. Not like that. I can’t fucking think when you do that.”

Tearing the condom wrapper open with his teeth, Ivo fumbled it, nearly losing the latex ring in the sheets. Ruan’s laughter didn’t help. The gravel-harsh rumble traveled through Ruan’s hand, flexing his fingers, and Ivo felt its ripple through his flesh and up his spine. The thumb stroking at his balls wasn’t helping, and his cock hurt, needing release so badly Ivo wasn’t sure he was going to last more than a few strokes when Ruan finally penetrated him.

“Come here. Let me put this on you,” he ordered, stretching his hand out to cup Ruan’s shaft. “You’re driving me nuts.”

The pull of Ruan’s fingers against his ring left Ivo gasping and empty. He’d grown too used to the heat of Ruan in him and needing more, but the condom proved wily, refusing to roll down over Ruan’s cock despite their best efforts. The second packet gave them a much more willing participant, and Ruan was about to chuck the other one across the room in disgust when Ivo stopped him.

“You want your son to find that? Because with our luck, we’re going to end up down at the emergency vet’s on a Saturday night trying to explain how your cat got a condom in his belly.” He grabbed the recalcitrant latex from Ruan’s fingers, then shoved it into one of the open packets. “Not my idea of a good night out.”

“I hate that you’re right,” Ruan grumbled back. “And yeah, I can think of a hell of a lot better things to be doing on a Saturday night. Things like seeing you riding me or bent over the couch. I like the idea of you naked for hours while I find new ways of making you crazy.”

“Thought you said you were old,” Ivo reminded him, sniffing at the strong vanilla scent of the lubricant Ruan was coating over his cock. “Change your mind about that?”

“Yeah, I’ve changed my mind about a lot of things,” Ruan murmured, bending down for another kiss. “But I haven’t changed my mind about you. Quit squirming. You’re making this difficult.”

“Quit kissing me,” he shot back. “You’re making it hard not to squirm.”

The first push into him was a shallow one, the burn nearly impossible to take but delicious enough for Ivo to want more. He got what he wanted a moment later when Ruan rocked into him, stretching his muscles out to swallow Ruan’s thick head. With Ruan’s hands beneath his thighs, Ivo inched down the bed, hooking his legs around Ruan’s waist, and the shift in position pushed Ruan’s cock even deeper, parting Ivo’s cheeks. A few short strokes and Ruan was buried up to his hilt, his balls brushing the curve of Ivo’s ass, his narrow hips anchored into the V of Ivo’s legs.

Ruan groaned, closing his eyes for a moment, and sighed. “Fuck, you feel so damned good around me. God, your legs. Your damned legs drive me crazy.”

Ivo had a response, some snappy comeback burbling up in his mind, but then Ruan began to move, tilting his hips up to drive the length of his cock as far into Ivo as he could. The long, slow pace broke him, too tantalizing of a stride for Ivo to crest anything past the delicious tingle building up in his coiled nerves. Urging Ruan on did no good, but clenching down on him seemed to spur him on, his hips beginning a hard drive into Ivo’s ass, Ruan’s hands digging into Ivo’s hips.

The sweat on his belly beaded quickly, and the air in the room grew hot and sticky with their panting. A pillow slid out from under Ivo’s shoulders, dipping him farther down into the mattress, and Ruan’s angle shifted, sliding the length of his cock down into Ivo, pushing in sharper.

His balls were tight, pulled up into his hollow, and Ivo didn’t think he could go any further when Ruan began to slow down again. Panting hard, he curled up his spine, hooking his heels into Ruan’s hips, and bit his lover’s shoulder. Ruan’s laughter only spurred Ivo on. Then the silky touch of Ruan’s fingers along his cock pulled Ivo’s attention to a sharp point.

A few tugs was all it took, and the storm brewing in Ivo broke him open, spilling out over Ruan’s fingers. His body went stiff, clamping down hard on Ruan’s thrusts, but he rode the sensations, stroking his hips up and down on Ruan’s pounding cock, reveling in the tenderness forming on his hip, where Ruan still had one hand clenched into his flesh. Sharp teeth nipped at his throat, and Ivo tilted his head back, coming harder at the slight pain working over his skin until he forgot to breathe, his chest finally jerking in some air to fuel his cries.

Their bodies were now moving slower, easing back away from the brittle too-much edge of their tender cocks rubbing against flesh. And with one final grunting push, Ruan filled Ivo’s core with a heat he could feel down to his toes. Ruan lay across him, his hands supporting Ivo’s thighs and his cock buried into Ivo’s cleft. He made no effort to move, his thick girth still wide enough to stretch Ivo apart, the tingle of their sex curling about Ivo’s ring.

“How many of those condoms did you bring?” Ruan whispered, stroking damp hair from Ivo’s brow. His cock was still semihard, nested into Ivo’s heat, and the ache in Ivo’s belly stirred with the promise of more. “Because I’m thinking if you give me a few minutes, I’d really like to see you on your knees with your shoulders against the bed, and maybe if we’re lucky, I could still be there when the sun finally gets its ass out of bed.”




Nineteen

 

 

“WELL, FUCK me,” Ruan growled, looking up at the long-legged man striding into the living room. “I… shit, I don’t even know what to say.”

Nothing prepared Ruan for how Ivo looked. The retro-throwback of naughty Catholic schoolgirl had been left behind, replaced by a powerful statement of Ivo’s masculinity wrapped up with traditional feminine embellishments. His kilt was long and plaid, a Black Watch tartan paired with a simple white T-shirt left untucked but snug enough to hug Ivo’s sculpted torso. The black leather jacket Ivo brought with him slithered and whispered, a buttery soft and rich classic motorcycle cut, matching the black leather boots he wore. The boots weren’t deadly high but added a good solid two inches to Ivo’s height, their heels a thick chunky curve of black trimmed in silver.

But it was Ivo’s face that left Ruan confused and breathless.

His eyes were a vivid blue set inside of the smoky landscape. This was no delicate line or discreet touch of beige eyeshadow. Ivo had come out prepared for battle, a dusky ebony slash smudged under his eyes and his lids draped in matte bruised tints. At first all Ruan saw was the dark—a smear of black—then the edges of purple and blue slid out when Ivo blinked.

“You’re staring,” Ivo remarked, shrugging on his jacket. “You okay?”

There was no denying Ivo’s beauty. Or his fierceness. Ruan sat back on the couch, picking at the swell of emotions rising up from his belly. His instincts rebelled against Ivo’s blend of traditional styles, an uncomfortable prickle creeping up to his throat and sinking its poisonous fangs into his brain. As if he could see Ruan’s conflict, Ivo strolled over to where he sat, settling down on the coffee table in front of Ruan, his kilt draped down between his knees.

“You should know, I’m not going to change,” Ivo said quietly. “But I’m willing to talk you through things. Or you can stay here.”

“You and I both know if I stay here, you’re never going to come back to me, and I will be losing out on the best thing—the best person—that’s ever happened to me,” Ruan admitted. “I’m trying to figure out why I’m bothered, because it doesn’t really make any sense. It doesn’t matter. I mean, you look great, and I can see that.”

“We’ve got time,” Ivo replied. “What’s going through your head? Why the hiccup? ’Cause I can see it in your face. Or rather, I can’t. You’ve gone all closed up. That cop face of yours.”

Something festered in Ruan, something dark and whispery, a bit of shame stabbing needles through him to puncture his thoughts. Talking was probably a good idea. Or at least it would give him something to do while he hammered past that something.

Taking a deep breath, he said, “I’m trying here. I am. I think a lot of it has to do with years of hiding how I was attracted to other men. There was a lot of fear and anxiety wrapped up around being gay, and I don’t think I’ve ever really shaken it off.”

“Okay, I can see that,” Ivo replied, leaning back on his hands. “And you’re wrong about me walking away from you if you can’t go out with me like this today. You might need time. And I’ve got to give that to you, within reason. It’s about situations, and even I know how sometimes I have to be more appropriate. I wouldn’t go to court dressed like this, but that’s not to say I wouldn’t wear heels.”

Ivo’s hair was a little bit wild, framing his face, and he looked exquisitely fuckable, his long, muscular tanned legs on display, his T-shirt hugging his taut abdomen. He was masculine in a way Ruan knew challenged the world, but Ivo was effortlessly wearing who he was as he went through life. Ruan had to be good with that. Loving Ivo meant loving all of Ivo, exactly as he was, however he presented himself on any particular day, because it didn’t change the man inside. His appearance simply was what he was feeling, and sometimes maybe gave him a bit of armor on the days he needed it the most.

“So, I’ve got to ask you, are you dressing like this today because it makes you feel good?” Ruan ventured, placing his hands on Ivo’s bare knees. “Because for me in the past, a man would dress like this for attention and usually regretted what he got, because other men reacted badly to it. I know I’m not making any sense. I’m trying to work out my words.”

“Let me see if I can help,” he said, leaning forward and stroking the back of Ruan’s hands. “I think some of what you feel—if not a lot of it—is that you’re scared some guy is going to beat the shit out of me because I look like this. Yeah?”

“Yes. Part of it. A lot of it. There’s also a lot of… aversion attached to something like this. Growing up, that’s all I heard. Don’t be a pussy or don’t let people think you’re a fag. That’s a huge part of it, and it’s all wrapped up together.” Ruan searched the churn of reactions surging in him. There were a lot of memories woven into his responses, including the image of Ivo sitting on a cop car, his knuckles bloodied from punching another man’s face. “My grandmother rode me about being tough, not letting any guy think I was a pansy. Maybe she knew I liked guys and didn’t want me to get shit for it? I don’t know. She never said anything, and I never told her. Gran was a hard, take-no-shit broad. Served her country, and her daughter crashed and burned, so she was stuck raising me. She did her best but—”

“You were dragged up by someone a couple of generations older than you with a different mind-set.” Ivo cocked his head, pursing his lips for a moment. “Someone more like Cranson. Things were—are—different for them. Hard to change their minds about stuff sometimes.”

“All the time. One way to do things, even if it’s a shitty way,” Ruan snorted. “And yeah, she was a lot like Cranson. No quarter given. Ever. You didn’t let your guard down. Didn’t get emotional. I loved her to death, but she was like fighting a sandstorm if you disagreed with her. So it got to be I just never told her anything. And see, I regret that. She was ahead of her time, then… time passed her by. She taught me a lot, and not all of it good. I’m still unlearning some of those lessons.

“I’ve got to unlearn all of the shit about men not wearing heels or makeup. And I know this. Hell, sensitivity training courses up the ass help me deal with it on the street. I’ve just never dealt with it in person, not with someone I… care about. So yeah, it might take me a bit of time to shift my brain, but I don’t hate seeing you like this.” Ruan took a breath, hoping Ivo would be patient with him as he worked out everything racing around in his skull. “It arouses me in a lot of ways, because it gives you this hardness and softness at the same time, but underneath it all, I think I’m so conditioned to being fearful of how others would react to you. How violent people can be and how hateful that I have a visceral reaction to have you change. And in a lot of ways, I think that means I don’t trust you to take care of yourself, and I know that’s not true. Sometimes you do stupid things like rush a couple of guys armed with a baseball bat, but I’m assuming you know how to use it to defend yourself and not just hit a couple of fly balls into left field.”

Ivo’s expression softened, and a faint smile touched his lips. “I can honestly tell you I’ve hit more people with a bat than I’ve hit baseballs. The shop’s right on the pier. It’s like a magnet for assholes and drunken idiots.”

“See, that’s not something I, as a cop, should know,” Ruan teased, running his hands up Ivo’s thighs, reveling in the sleek feel of tanned skin beneath his palms. “Okay, now time for stupid questions, because I don’t know how any of this works, and I’m feeling my way through things.”

“Shoot,” Ivo said, then grimaced. “Okay, bad choice of words. But sure. Go ahead.”

“What’s the difference between this and drag? Is it like… halfway? Help me out here. I’m trying to—”

“Put things into a box you can carry around?” He laughed, a throaty golden purr Ruan felt down to his bones.

“Trying to understand,” he clarified. “Because I’m in my own box. One with badges, handcuffs, and assholes who do really shitty things to nice people… and to sometimes not-so-nice people. Why the skirts? Why the heels?”

“Fuck. Okay. Let me think.” Ivo inched forward, drawing closer, then looked away, his eyes going distant. For a moment Ruan thought he wouldn’t get an answer, but then Ivo replied, “It’s not drag. That’s a whole other thing and a fuck ton of hard work. That’s a culture, really. Or a community. It’s hard to define, but there’s a language and societal norms in drag. That’s usually an assumption of an ‘other’ identity, like pulling on this other person who lives inside a guy, needing to get out and perform or just… exist.

“It’s not that way for me. I mean, it’s not a bad question. Because you don’t know,” he said, growing serious. “And if you don’t ever ask, you’re never going to know. I’d rather someone ask me why than just think up their own reasons. Why do I wear what I do? Because it’s what I feel like wearing. Sometimes I want to look a certain way. Some days I want eyeliner. Other days, I want combat boots. It’s just clothes. It’s just shoes. Sometimes I’m not feeling too firm inside and I want to have something on that makes me feel like I can kick the world’s ass.”

“Like today,” Ruan murmured, looking down at what Ivo had on. “You look dressed to kill today.”

“Yeah, because I know I’m going to walk into that expo, and there’s going to be people who are going to talk shit about me behind my back and some even to my face. I come with a lot of baggage and some I’ve packed myself.” Ivo shrugged. “I’m cocky, and a lot of people think I’m an asshole or that I’ve been handed my spot at the shop because of Bear or Gus. To a lot of artists, I’m some fucking kid who doesn’t know what he’s doing or doesn’t have talent. But I can’t talk shit back because today I’m repping the shop, not just me. So I’ve got to swallow their shit and not say anything. But today? Yeah, I’m dressed to kick ass, because I’ve got to mind my manners and be professional. So, you coming with me or you going to hang out with the cat?”

“Definitely coming with you,” Ruan said firmly, pressing his mouth against Ivo’s. “Because you’re a hell of a lot better company than Spot.”

 

 

“THIS PLACE is nuts,” Ruan murmured, trying to keep up with Ivo’s purposeful strides. “And for tattoos.”

The long-legged artist seemed to have an instinctual knowledge of when the crowd around them would break, leaving him room to get by. It was a skill Ruan hadn’t seemed to stand in line for when God was handing out life hacks, because as soon as people parted, they flowed right back into the empty space, leaving Ruan a few feet behind the man who was leaving whispers in his wake.

Expo was too tiny of a word for the gathering of the inked and inkers in San Jose’s convention center. Taking up all three main halls, the open floor was transformed into a labyrinth of tables, booths, and speakers blasting music loud enough to turn a man around if he wasn’t careful.

The place was packed with a noisy, boisterous crowd, and Ruan tried to soak in as much of the event as he could, but the landscape shifted and changed every few feet, seemingly with no rhyme or reason. Individual artists were at long tables along the outer walls and down several rows, showing off their portfolios, with some doing on-the-spot tattoos while people walking by looked on. Larger booths held more artists, usually attached to a shop, while others featured flash panels, supplies, and machines. Some kiosks were selling leather gear, while another offered up plushies, and a woman hawked custom-made corsets, her full breasts nearly spilling over the low cups of her maroon bustier.

Ruan had worked more than a few festivals while he did his time as a uniformed cop. From Pride to Chinese New Year, there was pretty much nothing he hadn’t already seen, but the expo’s crowd ran the gamut between what looked like a group of retired math teachers, their sleeves rolled up to show off their ink, to vibrantly dressed packs of college-aged kids who played fast and loose with gender norms. A young woman in a slinky white dress and a shocking tangerine bob strolled past them, her thigh-high boots held together by shoelaces the same color as her hair. She eyed Ivo as she went by, licking at her upper lip and murmuring something under her breath Ruan didn’t quite catch.

He didn’t blame her for looking. Ivo’s kilt hung a bit shorter than it should have, brushing his knees, and its pleats swung as he walked, giving a peek of his thigh with each stride. Still, Ruan was torn between admiring Ivo cutting through the throngs and wondering if he shouldn’t just drag the artist back to the car so they could make out in the relative darkness of the parking garage where they’d parked his SUV.

The professionals badge hanging from the lanyard around his neck apparently afforded them full access to the expo as well as a green room rumored to be buried somewhere beyond the far doors. There’d been a small shuffle and conversation when Ivo picked up the badges, but he’d been too far away to hear most of it, watching the crowd more than paying attention to the staff manning the professionals’ entrance. But whatever the problem had been, Ivo walked away with two badges and shaking his head.

“Here, put this on. Can’t say it’ll part the crowd like it’s the Red Sea, but you’ll at least be able to get a free cup of coffee in the back room,” Ivo told him, handing Ruan his personalized badge. “Okay, let’s see if there’s anyone here worth Bear having a talk with.”

The people-watching was interesting, tripping more than a few of Ruan’s ingrained responses. There was a mixture of ages behind the long lines of tables and booths, more than a few of the older men marking him as a cop, judging by their faces shutting down and the suspicious glances he got. A heavily tattooed giant of a man with a Chihuahua tucked into his arm nodded at Ruan, then stopped when Ivo made a clicking noise with his tongue at the dog. They paused cutting through the crowd so Ivo could pet the tiny bulging-eyed rat, its tail going a mile a minute from the attention.

“Yeah, I got lucky,” Ruan heard the burly man say in between blowing kisses at his dog. “You know they’re usually half-anxious peeing and half-raging anger, but Coco here is a sweetheart.”

Leaving his gun behind in the apartment’s safe had been a good idea, Ruan decided. The word of the day appeared to be jostled, although no one seemed too aggressive or combative. Stepping away from the stream, Ruan ended up next to a petite Asian woman with more piercings in her nose and face than his SUV had chrome, but she gave him a broad smile, winking playfully when he was pushed back another few inches.

“It’s crazy here,” she said over a rush of laughter. “Give it an hour, it’ll be worse. This is just the warm-up crowd.”

“Shit, I can’t even imagine,” he said, shaking his head. He’d already lost Ivo, but it wasn’t hard to find him, paused in front of one of the artists’ tables, his head bowed down over a stack of binders. “Good luck.”

“Come back for some ink!” the young woman called out after him. “I’ll do you and your boyfriend for half price each. Two-for-one deal!”

Ivo was already at the next artist’s spot by the time Ruan caught up with him, but a book of whimsical pinups snagged his attention. Positioned at the corner of the table, it was left open at a rendering of a mermaid trying on a pair of aviator goggles while sitting on a rock. The artist wove other sea life into the picture, a blue crab near her tail fin holding up a toy airplane while a pink starfish inched its way over a pair of pilot’s wings caught in a swirl of seaweed. Caught up in the drawing, Ruan spared a quick glance toward Ivo, who stood talking to the artist, a blond man who looked like he’d be more at home on a rugby field than a tattoo shop.

“Books and covers, Nicholls,” he reminded himself. “What’s on the outside doesn’t mean shit about what’s on the inside. That’s the whole point of this.”

It was hard to redirect old habits. He kept looking up, scanning the crowd for any sign of agitation. Too many years of being a cop, sent into situations where a shift of mood meant trouble. It was too ingrained, more like breathing than something he could turn off or on. Relaxing meant shaking off the watchfulness, but it ruffled beneath the surface, mindful of his worry about Ivo and how the world changed, taking him along for the ride.

“Going to be here for a bit, babe.” Ivo purred around the last word, leaving Ruan with no doubt he was being teased for using the endearment when they’d been in bed together. “I can catch up with you if you want to wander.”

“No, I’m good. I’ll wait.” Flipping to the front of the binder, Ruan shot a quick look at the guy behind the table. He looked nervous, running his hand through his thick sun-streaked brown hair while Ivo studied something in a binder lying on the table in front of him. “Take your time.”

The first double spread of the binder was of a sketched underwater scene on the same kind of transparent paper he’d seen Ivo use at the shop. Opposite of the loosely detailed image was a photo of the finished tattoo, probably taken moments after it’d been finished. The colors were brilliant, sharply contrasting against the client’s olive-gold skin. Engrossed in comparing the sketch to the final artwork, Ruan was barely aware of the men at the next table edging closer.

There were three in total, a younger and older man behind the table, with another middle-aged man standing only a few inches away from Ruan’s left shoulder. The older man, his face craggy from too much sun and cigarettes, seemed more interested in watching the tattoo artist Ivo was speaking to, but the other two men seemed to be muttering at something for a bit when the barely-out-of-his-teens long-haired kid behind the table spoke up loud enough for Ruan to finally make out what he was saying.

“No, that’s the other one. The youngest one.” The old man’s skinny face was made longer by a narrow stripe of scraggly beard starting at the center of his lower lip and extending well past his chin—a gnarled, thin ruddy stick of hair much brighter than his mop of graying blond hair. “Ivo. Not Gus. Fucking asshole, that’s who. Thinks he’s hot shit. Everyone knows he’s riding on his brothers’ asses to get clients. His work’s shit. It’s bait and switch. Go in thinking you’re getting someone good and you get that fuckwad instead.”

“You’re just pissed off he didn’t stop and talk to you about your crap,” the younger one lipped back. “But I think you’re right. That’s Ivo, not Gus. Definitely not Bear. Weird he’d be here, since they don’t have a booth, but maybe he’s headhunting for 415. I heard a rumor they had a chair open.”

“Headhunting?” The middle-aged man resembled a history teacher Ruan had in high school, dressed in a suburban dad’s uniform of a red polo shirt and khaki pants, his brown hair cut a bit longer than a crew cut and styled back away from his high forehead with a handful of glistening product. He looked ready to either work a shift as a department store manager or give a lecture on the American Revolution, but Ruan glimpsed a bit of ink on his forearm—a three-inch stylized pine tree made up of varying sizes of black dots. Dropping his voice down to a sharp whisper, he hissed, “What’s that?”

“Looking at people’s portfolios to see if they’re good enough to work for his shop, Dad.” The kid glanced back across the tables to Ivo. With his face to the light, Ruan spotted the resemblance between the two men, noting a matching black pine tree on the younger one’s forearm. “And don’t pay attention to Barry. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

“I know a shitty tattoo when I’ve seen one, and nothing that’s come out of that shop has been any good,” the older man, who Ruan assumed was Barry, grumbled back, scratching at his chin, his beard bobbing up and down. “Barrett Jackson’s good if you like American Traditional, and Gus is decent with New School and Japanese… maybe… but Ivo’s crap. Blown lines, fucked-up perspectives. Really shitty work.”

“Did he stop and talk to you?” the teacher-clone asked. Ruan gave the dad credit for ignoring Barry, focusing more on his kid than the blustery asshole standing nearby. “Would you want to change shops?”

“Work for 415 Ink? Fuck yeah. In a heartbeat, but there’s no way I’m going to get a chair there.” The kid flipped through the pages of his book, stopping in the middle to slap his hand against the plastic inserts protecting his artwork. “Not good enough. Not yet. I’m way too young. I’d be lucky to get tapped to do flash there.”

“I don’t know. He doesn’t look much older than you,” his father mulled.

“Dad, Ivo Rogers probably did his first tattoo before he could do multiplications. I’ve got four years in.” Scoffing, the young man shook his head. “Maybe. Some day. Something to work for. Lots of people who’ve done a few years there go on to their own places or guest at other shops, like Hizoku or Tanner’s. For now, it’s head down and pay my dues.”

“Shit, like that faggot’s paid any dues. Probably gives his clients a free blow job when he’s done inking them just so they don’t complain,” Barry spat back, and Ruan lifted his head up, meeting the older man’s narrowed eyes. “What the fuck do you want?”

“Mostly an apology,” Ruan replied, keeping his voice low and steady, but he squared his shoulders off, facing Barry fully. “Because that’s my boyfriend you’re talking about.”
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RUAN’S DARK, delicious rumble whispered through the crowd noise, sinking into Ivo’s chest and finding his heart. His brothers speaking up for him? Everyday thing. But a man he’d given his secrets to? That brought a whole rush of emotions and feelings he didn’t realize existed. Focusing on James Rockwell and his art was already difficult with Ruan nearby. His body still tingled from their early morning sex, his hips tender where Ruan’s powerful fingers dug into his flesh, leaving faint purple lines on Ivo’s skin. He’d left his own marks on Ruan, a trail of bites along his back, deep scarlet kisses he’d enjoy putting back on the man’s taut skin once they faded.

“Need help over there, Ruan?” Ivo said calmly, loud enough for Ruan to hear but as steady as he could keep it. The last thing he wanted was to start something with another artist. Already burdened with a reputation of being difficult, Ivo was very aware of everything he said, cautioned by Bear to keep the shop’s relationship with the community at the front of his thoughts.

Still… boyfriend. Another first. Another step to a dance Ivo wasn’t sure he knew the steps to. The word was old-fashioned, tangled with gender and roles he didn’t know if he could fit into, but Ivo rolled the scent of it around on his tongue, tasting at its unfamiliarity. He loved the flavor of it, the starchy meatiness of its permanence, something first knitting him into Ruan’s life.

“No, it’s fine.” Ruan didn’t look Ivo’s way, keeping his attention on the other men. “Barry and I are just going to have a little talk.”

The tension at the end of the table thickened when Ruan’s cop stance settled in, and Ivo went back to James’s main portfolio, forcing himself to concentrate on the startling rendering of a tiger on a woman’s bare back, comparing it to the photo displayed on the opposite page. James took some liberties with the shading, each one a good decision to open up the tiger’s features while maintaining its ferocity. The coloration was excellent—a blend of browns, oranges, and golds with enough open space left to let the ink breathe—and using the client’s golden skin to accent the palette.

James deserved his full attention, but Ruan’s voice dropped to a whisper, and out of the corner of his eye, Ivo saw Barry stiffen, jerking his head back. Glancing toward the end of the table, James frowned and murmured under his breath, “I can go talk to Barry. Tell him to back off.”

“Nah, Ruan’s a cop. Detective up in SF.” Ivo glanced up, hoping his grin reassured James. The other artist was shifting back and forth on his feet. “You okay?”

“Sure. Fine. Kind of nerve-wracking having my stuff looked over by a shop’s headhunter,” James confessed with a short laugh. “Ivo Rogers, huh? Out of 415 Ink?”

“Yeah.” Grasping James’s outstretched hand, Ivo gave it a good shake, then let go. “Headhunting’s a strong word. More like… seeing who’s out here. It’s been a while since I’ve done a show.”

“I saw you in Vegas two years ago. You came out with a couple of your brothers.” James dug through a box set on a chair behind him, pulling out a smaller binder. After flipping it open, he put it down on the table, showing Ivo a full clipper ship and swallows worked into a rope-and-roses frame. “Worked as a guest out there at Rolling Dice. Did a lot of American Traditional.”

Another peek at Ruan, and Ivo saw Barry was gone, leaving behind the two men Ivo thought were related. The dissipating tightness lingered a bit in the air, but Ruan’s stern demeanor remained, probably residual cop attitude he couldn’t shake off even if he tried. As engaged as Ivo was in James’s artwork, he grabbed at the image of Ruan standing firm a few feet away, burning it into his memory so he could turn it back around onto paper, sculpting the memory into lines and shadows so he could revisit the feelings later. Ruan’s presence was a welcome one in his life. He wanted to hold on to it, turn it over and revel in it, even capture moments they shared with the artistic lens he saw the world through.

“Anything you want to ask?” James’s voice broke through Ivo’s musings. Hooking his thumbs into his pockets, James rocked on his heels, pushing his shoulders back. “Anything you need to know?”

Something sharp was in James’s voice, a timbre of authority Ivo heard in Ruan’s. It made him look up, the glint of steel at odds with the casual demeanor James fronted. Stripping away the artist from the man, Ivo studied the potential addition to 415 Ink, judging how he would fit in. Like Ruan, there wasn’t much ego, but certainly a confidence James carried himself with. There was a hardness in his brown eyes, veiled behind the amiable personality James put forward. But it was definitely there. He looked like somebody Ivo could trust in a fight. It wasn’t just the bulk of muscles across his chest and in his arms, his loose T-shirt doing little to hide the definition of his body beneath the cotton fabric. James Rockwell looked like he could handle himself, and Ivo gave him credit for noticing the tussle going on at the next table.

Still, he was focused on Ivo and what Ivo was bringing with him. Walking into the expo without being attached to a booth certainly meant Ivo was looking around, and not just for another piece of ink. The questions he was asking were pointed and phrased to dig into an artist’s work. James would’ve had to be the most broken chopstick in the utensil drawer not to have known Ivo was headhunting, but he also got credit for not being nervous about it.

“How do you feel about walk-ins?” It was a blatant question. There was no hiding behind a wink or a nudge. Ivo was laying everything out on the table, asking questions James would expect at an interview. “Tell me how you would deal with a group of women coming in to get something small.”

“How small?” James shot back, his hands still in his pockets and his body language loose. “Flash or custom?”

“Could be flash. Something off the wall, but maybe one or two of them want something custom on it, like a change of color or altering a few lines.” Ivo went back to the tiger, looking at the photo for any imperfections. “Just something small. Flowers. Couple of hearts. Nothing like this.”

“The way I see it, everybody gets tattooed for a different reason. Sometimes, it isn’t about what someone gets but why they’re getting it. That group of women should get treated the same as somebody who comes in for a custom back piece.” James looked at something over Ivo’s shoulder, his eyes unfocused and distant. Then the moment was gone and James gave Ivo a wry smile. “Let’s not bullshit each other. Everyone here who’s been in the industry for more than ten minutes knows who you are. And about three-quarters of them think you’re a dick. Half of those people say you’re a shitty artist but—and I’m not going to blow smoke up your ass—we both know you can tattoo circles around everyone in here. But every single one of them would say you don’t play games. You don’t brag. You just know a lot of people and have learned from some of the legends.

“You’ve got something I don’t have. Not the shop—although I wouldn’t mind one of those—and not the talent, because you and I tattoo differently. We’re on different levels. Do I wish I could look at something and twist it like you do? Sure. But I can look at a lot of artists and say I wish I could do that. That doesn’t mean I suck. It just means I’m not at your level, and that’s something I can live with,” he continued. “But what you do have is access. Access to those guys who taught you, and sitting in a chair at 415 means I’d get the chance to connect with those people. People who are better than me and I can learn from. I need a place where I can learn all the tricks and be around artists who push me. And if I have to tattoo a thousand little red hearts on a thousand ankles to get there, you bet your ass I’m going to do it. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“How do you take criticism?” Ivo lobbed the conversation back at him, delving past James’s speech, digging in deep. “We’ve got an opening for an artist, but not a permanent stall. Do you understand that? Nobody’s name gets put on the wall unless they earn it. Not me. Not Gus. And Bear paid his dues way before we opened our doors so his was the first name we put up. People in the shop are going to take shots at your sketches and then have something to say about your ink when you’re done. You going to be okay with that?”

“Depends on the criticism,” James replied. “And if they’re willing to listen to some of it right back. If it’s just to tear something apart to be an asshole, then no. But if it’s to show me where something went wrong or how to get a better look, make something readable, then I’m all for it.”

“Okay.” Ivo flipped back toward the front of the book, away from the tiger with its beautiful shading and clean lines to a wolf he’d seen James had done a couple of months earlier. The resolution of the finished piece was clearer than the tiger, picking up every pore and welt on the customer’s skin. “If you’d shown me the sketch for this before you started, I would’ve told you it needed a different perspective than flat on. The shading is decent, and given the size of the wolf, you’ve got enough detail in there so it’s recognizable, but as a blue-and-black chromatic, you didn’t do yourself any favors by making the pine trees in the background a single note, and the wolf doesn’t have any dimension. Even if you were going after a paper-cutout style, you would still want some depth of view to make it more interesting. Most of the line work is good. You’ve got a few blowouts on the trees and you didn’t commit to packing in black where you needed it the most, so over time, the wolf’s going to fade back and the trees will become the dominant feature. The black is fixable. The rest of it isn’t.”

James turned the binder around, staring at the picture as if he’d not seen it before. Grunting to himself, he grabbed a sketchbook he’d been working in when Ivo approached, and placed it on the binder next to his original composition. “Show me what you mean by perspective and depth.”

“Hand me that pencil.” Ivo squatted, moving the binders out of the way and ignoring the pull of his calf muscles complaining about the angle of his boots and the uncomfortable position he’d put his legs in. Problem was, he worked better sitting down, and unless he was going to climb over the table to get to one of the chairs, his legs were just going to have to suck it up. Taking the soft lead pencil from James, he flipped to a blank page, studying the original sketch. “It’s not going to be ink ready, but you’ll see what I mean.”

“Here, sit on this,” Ruan said, stepping from the side of the table with a folding chair he’d liberated from someplace. “Watching you fold yourself in half there makes my knees hurt.”

“Thanks.” Ivo’s legs sighed with relief when he settled down into the seat. Inching forward, he hunched over the sketchbook and began to fly.

The crowd faded, slipping back when Ivo’s mind unfolded. Ruan remained by his side, as did the table beneath him, but everything else fell away, his world focused on the blank piece of paper beneath his fingertips. There was a lot wrong with the original. Not wrong per se, but not good enough. He knew art was subjective. Paintings he loved repulsed others, and he never understood people’s fascination with postmodern art. He could appreciate American Traditional, understanding its rules and what made one piece brilliant and another dull, but it wasn’t his favorite style. It wasn’t even in the top ten. He didn’t like to live by strict constraints and hated it even more when doing tattoos. He wanted movement and vibrancy, even when doing something monochromatic. A piece of art on the skin should capture a slice of someone’s soul, and when given the chance to work on a canvas unfettered by anything but his imagination, Ivo felt the most free.

What the wolf needed was a change in camera angle, and a softer touch in its background. Working without a reference was a little difficult, but the details at the moment weren’t important. It was more about the creature’s stance, the squaring of its shoulders, like Ruan facing down Barry or James coming to alert at the rise of the voices at the end of the table. The wolf needed to master the landscape, dominate the tattoo, and force everything behind it to fade, refusing to give up the place it carved for itself on the customer’s skin.

Ivo didn’t know how long he took, but it could’ve only been a few minutes. The seat was still a little cold, but it was a pressure of warmth behind him, the murmur of people having grown since he’d sat down. There was something wrong with the rough sculpt of the wolf’s chest, but a few strokes of the pencil fixed it, and he darkened those lines, giving them prominence. Satisfied with the sketch, Ivo turned it and the binder around for James to see.

“See, this is what I’m talking about,” Ivo murmured, leaning forward to talk to James, his kilt spilled over his knees. “It’s just a shift to one side, and it’s only a few degrees, but it changes the perspective—”

“No. You’re right, and I kind of really hate you for right now,” James interrupted, a scowl on his face. He wasn’t angry—Ivo could see that—but he was disappointed. Irritated even. “This is what I need. I’ve got the techniques, but I need work on my eye. I can see the difference, but I need to know that before I begin a sketch.”

“I’ll have Bear call you. Give me one of your cards, and he’ll get ahold of you sometime this weekend.” Ivo stood up, rubbing at his thighs. “And if he gives you a chair, make sure you don’t tattoo in heels, because we’ve got a cement floor and it’s a fucking bitch and a half on your knees after more than twenty minutes.”

 

 

“FUCK, I’M tired.” Ivo draped himself over the sectional, grunting under Spot’s sudden weight when the cat jumped up onto his stomach. “Jesus, cat. You weigh about a hundred pounds and your breath smells like a fish orgy. I fed you chicken. How can you smell like a salmon’s armpit?”

“Do salmon even have armpits?” Ruan chuckled, shifting the cat off of Ivo. “Sit up. I’ll help you get your boots off.”

“What is it with you and Bear and my shoes?” Ivo grumbled as he righted himself. “Not that I’m complaining about taking them off. Would it kill anyone if they put padding under industrial carpet? I don’t know what hurts more, my knees or my spine.”

“Could you not lump Bear and me together in one sentence when I’m contemplating not stopping with your shoes when I begin to strip you?” he teased, sitting down on the end of the L. “Turn and put your feet up.”

It’d been a long and enlightening day. There’d been artists who Ivo knew and handshakes and hugs given, while a couple were like Barry, muttering under their breath when Ivo walked by. Nothing had prepared him for the enmity Ivo encountered, but it had been a delight to see his lover stand shoulder to shoulder with obvious veterans of the industry listening intently to what he had to say about arts, styles, and where he saw their craft going.

“Okay. No mentioning Bear.” Ivo turned and, with a long groan, pulled his legs up, resting his feet in Ruan’s lap. “Fuck, that floor was brutal. Hadn’t meant on staying there for that long. A couple of hours, maybe, but not the whole show. And how do you know my feet won’t stink? Those could be nuclear weapons. Like your cat’s breath.”

“Because I trust your body not to betray me.” The zipper was a bit tricky, but Ruan eventually got it down. A few seconds later, he discovered the buckles weren’t just for show and spent a bit of time working them loose. The boot slid off easily, curving up when Ruan tugged it free. “Okay, there’s one.”

He got the other one off quickly, amused with Ivo’s kneading the air with his toes, stretching his socks out by arching his feet. Stripping off Ivo’s socks was as much of a chore as taking off his boots, especially when Spot decided to fight Ruan’s efforts. After working the offending socks into a tight ball, Ruan tossed them toward the kitchen, and Spot quickly bounded after the knotted sphere to bat it around the floor. Rubbing at the arches of Ivo’s feet got another moan, sensual and thick with pleasure. Laughing, Ruan kept it up, running his thumbs up the sides of Ivo’s ankles.

“Keep that up and I’m going to marry you,” Ivo purred, stretching his legs out as far as they could go, breaking Ruan’s hold on his feet. “Okay, that sounded weird. Ignore that. Endorphins. Relief my toes can breathe. Just… ignore it.”

“I don’t know. It’s a good incentive for me.” Ruan pretended to ponder the idea, but something in him… clicked. “I come home to clean clothes, food, and a happy cat. Can’t say I wouldn’t trade a few foot rubs for that.”

“I… am a pain in the ass to live with.” Ivo crawled over toward Ruan, then straddled his lap, pinning Ruan to the couch with his hands on Ruan’s shoulders. His kilt bunched up against Ruan’s stomach, the thick pleats tickling him through his T-shirt, but the sensation was overwhelmed by Ivo’s satisfying weight settling down on his hips. “You’d have to come live with me and Bear in the house. This place is too small, and I wouldn’t want to leave Bear alone. Earl loves cats. Like loves them to death. He keeps trying to play with the neighbor’s cat, but she’s a bitch. The cat. Not the neighbor. Won’t have anything to do with him. Spot would give him a run for his money. They could play fetch together.”

“Sounds like you’ve got this all worked out. Sure you were joking about the stalker thing?” It was hard to speak around the lump in his throat, and as hard as Ruan tried, he couldn’t keep the images of waking up next to Ivo every morning from filling his mind. “Maybe I should meet the family first? Officially, and not after you’ve gotten into a fight with a bunch of assholes trying to rob you.”

“That can be arranged. Mace and Rob are playing in a baseball game against another station tomorrow. Whole family’s probably going to show up.” Ivo leaned back, giving Ruan some room. “Neutral territory. We’ll probably throw some food on the grill, and they’ll boast about how much better firemen are than cops. You know, that kind of thing.”

“Sounds… very domestic and suburban. I’m in. Now, can we talk about something that doesn’t include impending doom and maybe my head getting ripped off my neck?” he whispered, unable to keep his mind on the lurking dangers of Ivo’s brothers and an afternoon spent dodging their jabs and questions. Ivo’s kilt slithered up his thighs when he moved, exposing long stretches of gorgeous skin over rippling muscles, and Ruan couldn’t resist sliding his hands over Ivo’s tense legs, tracing the sculpted lines he found there with his thumbs. “You’re taking advantage of me. It’s not fair talking to me about these kinds of things while you’re wearing this and sitting on my lap.”

“I’ve got something even better to distract you. Did you know this kilt has pockets?” Ivo dug his hand into a part in the pleats by his hip and came up with a small square foil packet with a screaming, flaming skull printed on it. “Look what Ratchet Studio was giving away as swag. I grabbed a handful of them. Prelubed, and they apparently have flash art on the latex. Some of them even glow in the dark.”

“Who the hell gives condoms away as a marketing thing?” Ruan took the packet. It was slickly done, emblazoned with the tattoo shop’s address and website on the back, with a reminder to practice safe sex and tattooing. “I mean, it definitely gets you noticed. But do you want to equate sex with the pain of a whole bunch of needles punching through your skin?”

“Hey, sometimes really good sex can leave you hurting a little bit. Or at least as wrung out like you’ve just done a six-hour session.” Ivo flicked the packet with his fingers. “So, you wanna see what your dick looks like with skulls all over it? Or do you want to talk about my brothers some more?”

Sucking his breath in through his teeth, Ruan ventured farther up Ivo’s kilt, mildly disappointed at the discovery of a pair of boxer briefs beneath the tartan. Shaking his head, he pretended to think for a moment, then gave Ivo a salacious wink as he said, “I think the skulls win.”

 

 

“EVER HAVE sex on your couch before?” Ivo whispered, exploring Ruan’s mouth with dips of his tongue into its warm, sweet depths. “And good call keeping the cat busy with an extra can of food. Probably gave us at least a minute or two to get some stuff done over here.”

“He’s in the bathroom,” Ruan reminded him, gasping into their kiss when Ivo’s long, talented fingers gripped his shaft tight around its base. “And you’re the first one I’ve had sex with in this whole damned apartment. Explain to me why… shit.”

He was getting too old for spontaneous sex, or at least Ruan thought he’d been, but a few kisses and Ivo’s teeth working the zipper down on his jeans brought his cock up to full alert. And after coaxing Spot into the bathroom with a dish of albacore tuna, he hobbled back to the couch, trying not to trip over his clothes while holding his pants up with one clenched fist. It’d been years since he grappled and groped on a couch, a long-distant memory of a kid named Jimmy in the lower-level family room of someone’s parents’ house during a college party. This was a delicious, scandalous celebration of a long day spent together, and most of all, something silly enough to lift away any of Ruan’s reservations.

All because of a condom with flaming skulls on its latex shaft.

He thought his dick looked silly with the grinning fiery skulls dancing around its length, or at least he had right up until Ivo wrapped his lips around Ruan’s cockhead and sucked his willpower right out of him. After that, he was more than willing to wear anything around his dick, so long as it made Ivo happy and kept a smile on both of their faces.

Except now he was slouched back into the corner of the sectional, his jeans splayed open and his shirt shoved up over his neck, his nipples wet from Ivo’s spit and his cock pulled free of his boxers and wrapped up in Ratchet Studio’s branded latex. Ivo’s shirt was somewhere on the floor, possibly even torn, because Ruan heard something rip when he pulled it off, his need for Ivo driving any care he had for their clothing right out of his mind.

Whatever company that tattoo shop used for their condoms went overboard with their lube, not something Ruan ever thought would cross his mind. After Ivo’s third try to roll the slippery latex down, they scraped as much of the vanilla-scented lotion off onto Ruan’s fingers and he slid his hand down between Ivo’s legs, using the excess lubricant to coat Ivo’s cleft. The exploration was short this time, driven mostly by Ivo’s growling need and the thick pounding throb beginning to form along Ruan’s cock.

“Shit, is this stuff heated?” Ruan huffed, the scrunch of his chest cutting into his breathing. Shifting upward, he nearly unseated Ivo, but a quick grab at his hips steadied his perch. “Nope. It’s just… me really wanting to be inside of you.”

“I can help you with that.” Ivo’s fingers were back, a gentler touch this time but no less insistent. Guiding Ruan’s tip to the edge of his entrance, he kept Ruan’s gaze, watching intently while he worked himself down Ruan’s length. “Fuck, I’m going to have to go slow. I don’t want to but… damn.”

It was the perfect moment. The lights were dimmed down, but Ruan could still see every bit of emotion on Ivo’s beautiful face, every line in his gorgeous body as the spotty darkness teased and played with the tattoos on his skin. Ivo’s whole life was captured under his skin, from the slightly wonky nautical star he wore as a devotional to his brothers, to the crazy, wild, firecracker-embellished lion leaping over his ribs, a testimonial to Ivo’s fiery soul. There were small bits scattered about, as well as a few scars, each with stories Ruan wanted to hear and a few he knew would be told later with more ink, weaving memories down into places Ivo would always wear.

He didn’t move when Ivo bent forward, arching his back and driving down his hips. Ivo’s shiny black hair fell over both their faces, blocking out the light when Ivo pressed his lips to Ruan’s mouth. It was a long, agonizing slide of Ivo’s heat around his cock that took Ruan’s breath, and his heart skipped a few beats when Ivo ground down on him, rolling his hips and squeezing his ass before lifting up again.

Ruan’s hands roamed, memorizing every hard line of Ivo’s body, then settling on his hips, keeping Ivo’s strokes short. He wanted to lose himself in Ivo, plunge up into every bit of warmth Ivo gave him and bask in it. The lube’s sweet scent was swept away by the raw musk of their bodies working toward a climax, Ivo’s chest glistening from a light sheen of sweat. Ivo’s kilt lay mostly behind him, pushed up over his hips so Ruan could almost lick his glistening cockhead.

The slap of Ivo’s ass on his hips drove Ruan wild, and he began to meet Ivo’s thrusts, cradling Ivo’s hips in his hands to match their now-frenzied pace. He felt alive. Humbled and freed by the slightly tamed spirit who’d found him wedged into the crevices of a staid life, moving from one case to the next, only engaging in the world when he stepped outside of his front door armed with a gun and a badge. Ivo forced him into the sun, laughed when the rain struck down hard from the skies, and bristled when someone said anything against him.

“Love this,” Ivo murmured, capturing Ruan’s face in his hands, then kissing him deeply. “And this is as stupid as fuck, but screw it… love you too. You and your damned sock-stealing cat. Don’t want this to end.”

“Doesn’t have to,” Ruan promised, the rush of his climax building up in his body. He reached for Ivo’s shaft, running his palm over its head, smearing the damp he found there down to give himself a slick slide. Working at Ivo’s cock, he squeezed and teased, pulling at his lover until Ivo dropped his head back, trembling in Ruan’s grip. “Don’t let go of me. Whatever you do, Ivo… just don’t let go, because I sure as hell am always going to hold on to you.”

Their release hit them nearly at the same moment, or at least that’s what it felt like when Ruan’s body uncoiled, letting out everything he’d held in, and he was struck by the warm rush of Ivo’s climax across his stomach. Ivo continued to ride him, a slow roll and a hitch, milking Ruan dry until his cock grew too tender and he hissed, stilling Ivo’s hips with a gentle push of his hands. Pressing his fingers against the small of Ivo’s back, Ruan got him to slide down, lying against Ruan’s chest despite the stickiness of their wet skin.

“I love you too,” Ruan murmured, kissing Ivo’s sweat-damp hair, blowing at the dark strands until he could see Ivo’s face. “And I meant what I said. I don’t want to know what life would be like without you. Not now. Not now that I’ve had you here.”

“Won’t be a problem,” Ivo whispered, tossing his head back, then inching up to bite at Ruan’s lower lip. “Now, catch your breath there, detective, because I’ve got a whole handful of those condoms left in my pockets, and you’ve got a shitload more places in this apartment we’ve got to try out.”




Twenty-One

 

 

IVO LIKED baseball. Within reason.

Mostly he liked watching men in tight pants and sitting next to his brothers on the days they gathered around the television to watch a game, their throats raw from shouting, and frequent trips to the fridge accompanied by yells for whoever got up to bring back something to drink or eat from the depths of their pantry. He’d lied his ass off about loving baseball when he was first dropped off on the brothers’ doorstep. Back then he’d been desperate to do anything possible so he wouldn’t be turned over to CPS. He’d tried to fit into every box, be good at everything everyone liked or was into, becoming everything his brothers might have wanted him to be… except himself.

Now, while he knew baseball fairly well, he wasn’t as enamored with the sport as the others were, but from the sounds of it, Ruan could easily step in and take his place on the couch, his shouting as powerful as Bear’s once Mace’s team hit the field.

“What the fuck are you seeing there?” Ruan screamed at the umpire, gesturing to the outfield. “That was off the foul line!”

“You blind? Do you need glasses?” Rob added to the noise, pacing along the bleachers, wearing one of Mace’s too-stained-to-wear-on-the-field jerseys, its voluminous folds nearly swallowing him with every turn he made. Shorter and smaller than Mace by a good fifty pounds of hard muscle, Rob still made a powerful presence on the steps, cupping his hands around his mouth to yell encouragement at Mace’s team. “Come on, Rey. Pick up the pace. You’re playing center field! Not sitting in the parking lot!”

“Why is Uncle Rob yelling at Uncle Rey?” Chris shouted into Ivo’s ear. “It’s very mean.”

“Yeah, just go with it. Uncle Rob’s lost his mind,” Ivo reassured his nephew. “Here, hold your breath. You’ve got mustard all over your face so I’m going to smear a wet wipe all over it.”

“Is Ruan your boyfriend?” The kid mispronounced Ruan’s name badly, slurring it into rolling.

“Yep,” Ivo replied. “Close your mouth or this stuff’s going to get in there with your tongue and you’re going to be hating life.”

“Do I have to call him uncle too?” Chris squeezed out between his pressed-together lips.

“What the fu… fudge did you do here, dude? Smash your face into the hot dog? How the heck did you get it in your ear?” Getting all of the mustard off proved to be a chore as Ivo realized Chris had gotten the condiment all up his cheek, into his ear, and somehow stained his blond locks a vibrant yellow as well. “And no, you don’t have to call Ruan uncle. You don’t call anyone uncle if you don’t want to.”

“Even Rob and Rey?”

“Yeah, even them. And our family’s got to start dating guys from another letter besides R. Calling someone uncle is a sign you like them and you trust them. Don’t call someone that just because someone tells you that you have to.” Ivo studied the kid’s face, seeing way too much of himself in his nephew’s features. “You know, like hugs. You don’t have to hug anyone you don’t want to, and you don’t have to call anyone auntie or uncle either. Same thing. There. Next hot dog, try using your mouth instead of your forehead to eat.”

“Can I go yell at Uncle Rey too?” Chris squirmed in his seat, kicking at the bleacher below, scuffing his already broken-in Converses with the dirt clinging to the supports. “I can go down by myself. I don’t need help.”

“Yeah, you’re definitely a Scott. Stubborn. Sure, go scream your head off, but when you get down there, you know the rules, right?”

“Grab hold of Dad’s belt or hand,” he parroted back one of the many things they’d drilled into his head. “I know. I’m not a baby. It’s only four steps.”

“Hey, kiddo. Take it slow.” Bear stood at the bottom of the stairs, his hands full of soda cans and a water bottle for their nephew. Handing the water to Chris, he waited until the kid reached Gus before heading up into the bleachers. Reaching the row Ivo sat at, he jerked his chin up a few times. “Move over. Stepping over your legs is like trying to jump over a drunken llama.”

“Yeah, well, screw you too, man. I can’t help it if you’re a dwarf,” Ivo grumbled at his oldest brother, taking the Diet Coke Bear held out for him. “I had to de-mustard the kid. I thought we weren’t eating until after the game. You’ve got a whole cow marinating in that ice chest in the back of the Scout.”

“Kid gets hungry. You feed it. Pretty simple rule in life, because they get very grumpy if you don’t.” A bag of jalapeno-elote chips emerged from Bear’s thick jacket, and Ivo swallowed, hating how even the sight of the package made his mouth water. Tucking the chips into Ivo’s lap, Bear said, “Don’t let the kid see you eat those or you’re going to be sucking crumbs from the bottom of the bag. Don’t know what Jules ate when she was pregnant, but Chris has got a mouth lined with asbestos. Caught him and Luke eating the habanero peppers off the bush while they were weeding the garden. Makes my stomach twist just thinking about it.”

“That’s insane,” Ivo agreed, surreptitiously opening the bag and placing it between them, shifting his legs to hide it. “I mean, I like hot, but that’s nuts.”

“Luke’s kind of nuts,” Bear drawled, chuckling when their brother, who probably had eyes and ears at the back of his head, glanced up at them from his spot on the fence. “And bet you he heard every word we just said.”

“That’s what happens when you work with kids.” Ivo snuck a chip into his mouth, letting the spices seep into his tongue before biting down on it. “You get mom-hearing or something. Luke can hear a gnat fart a block away in a wind storm. Ruan’s like that. It’s their super power—ultrasonic hearing.”

“Speaking of your cop.” Bear chuckled when Ivo stiffened next to him. “Don’t be getting like that. I like him. He’s a good fit for you. I was worried there for a bit, but he works. Works with you. Works with the other guys.”

“Luke’s kind of an asshole about him, but that’s probably because he’s a cop.” Another chip and Ivo felt his mouth catch on fire. “You know how he is about anyone with a badge.”

“Something he’s got to push through. He’s doing better. Working down at the center helps. He comes into contact with good cops instead of—”

“His asshole father?” Ivo finished for his brother. “Don’t put flowers and glitter on it. Luke’s carrying a lot of shit, but I don’t want him to throw any of it on Ruan.”

“Give him time. You know how he is.” Bear snuck his own chip out of the bag, shoving it into his mouth before any of the others could see him. It was a bit of a game they’d played before when Bear would sneak Ivo a Sno Ball and they would sit on the back deck, watching the stars while nipping off bits of coconut-covered marshmallow and moist chocolate cake. “In a lot of ways, you two are a lot alike. Once you’ve got your teeth into something, you don’t want to let it go. It’s what made you both survivors. You both just waited things out and pushed to get what you wanted.”

“You shouldn’t have to survive your childhood, Bear, but yeah, we did. All of us. We’re just dragging a bit of shit on our shoes from it, but we’re all mostly okay. So’s Ruan.” Staring down at where Ruan stood shoulder to shoulder with his cheering family, Ivo watched as his boyfriend leaned down and caught Chris up so he could sit on the flat bar running along the top of the bleacher rail. “I love him. It’s too soon for us to say anything other than we want to be with each other, but my gut tells me he’s the guy. That one. I’m not ready to change my life. There’s too much I’ve got to do. Like take care of you. And then there’s the shop. My life’s set in stone right now, and I’ve got… shit, I can’t leave you in that house by yourself. I’ve got—”

“Kiddo, how about if you just enjoy what you have, and when things firm up, we look at where our lives need to be?” Bear suggested in his comforting, deep voice. “Everyone’s got their own way of living their lives. We’re not a normal family. Who’s to say we’ll do things like everyone else? Build a life with him. Build it however you guys feel comfortable. And that means you live however you need to. The house… the family… is always going to be there for you. However you need it to be. And if he’s the one for you, then it’ll be there for him too.”

Ivo nodded, letting Bear’s words sink in. “I like… planning.”

“I know. People wouldn’t think that about you, but you like to know things are all plotted out and staying the course,” Bear said with a chuckle. “And I’m telling you, let yourself breathe on this one. Whatever you need will be there. You don’t have to manage it. You don’t have to push it along some track. Don’t make yourself crazy leading your life someplace it’s going to end up anyway. Ruan’s good for you. He seems like he knows who you are, and you respect him and respect who he is. You’ll know when it’s time for a change. You’re good at that. Trust your guts, kiddo, but most of all, trust your heart. There’s no one else I know who loves as hard as you do, and if you think Ruan is someone who belongs in that very big heart of yours, then he’s already a part of this family, even if he doesn’t know it yet.”

 

 

“WEIRD TO be cheering on firemen,” Ruan croaked at Ivo, then chased the grit in his throat with a gulp of sweetened iced tea. “Normally it’s badges versus hoses. And if you tell anyone about this, I’m going to deny it up one side and down the other.”

“Yeah, can’t be seen supporting another first responder. What will people think? Next you’ll be helping little old ladies across the street or jumping into the bay to rescue a drowning dog,” Ivo drawled, rolling his eyes. “I’m going to go see if Bear needs some help with the grill. What are you hungry for? Hamburger? Ribs? Chicken?”

“I’m up for whatever you bring. First thing you learn as a cop is to eat what’s in front of you and eat when you can, because you don’t know when you’re going to get a second chance.” Ruan scanned the small crowd of people gathered on the park’s lawn, spotting a few familiar faces from the bleachers. “Today’s been nice. My throat may never be the same after yelling so much, but it’s been nice.”

The brothers had done well in picking their spot, bringing with them three pop-up picnic tables and a massive gas grill. Set up beneath a small gathering of old, widespread trees, the shade gave a welcome retreat from the bright sun, and if the baseball game wasn’t enough, it looked like someone set up a short-field soccer game on a flat span of grass a good twenty yards away from the brothers’ barbecue. Ice chests the size of steamer trunks held a variety of drinks and cold foods, and he’d spent a good ten minutes covering the tables with plastic cloths, taping down the edges to the undersides with thick black duct tape. Ivo’s family apparently took their recreational activities as seriously as they did their work, moving with a military-like precision while throwing around a lot of banter, puncturing egos as they went.

The camaraderie between the five men was evident in the way they spoke to one another, touched each other as they went by, and made sure nothing was taken seriously during a day meant for fun. He’d spoken with Mace, Gus, and Bear at length over the past few hours, but Luke hovered outside of his conversations, present but not engaged. He’d caught the dark-eyed Hispanic man watching him a few times during the game and seen Luke’s expression change from wariness to bemusement when Chris asked Ruan to help him sit on the railing so he could see better.

“So I have a question for you,” Ruan asked, whispering into Ivo’s ear. “Do I approach Luke or do I let him come to me?”

“He’s already threatened to break you, so I would say let him come to you,” Ivo said with a shrug. “Luke’s just very protective, and he’s got some really good reasons to not like cops. He’s really nice when you get to know him, and he’s probably the best one of us. After Bear. No one’s better than Bear, but Luke comes close. I’ve never brought anyone home before, so they know it’s serious. He loves me and wants the best for me, and if that’s you, then he’ll be your biggest advocate.”

“And if I’m not?” he teased, giving Ivo a smile. “Then what?”

“Then he’ll probably skin you alive, roll your defleshed body in a vat of salt water, dredge you in fresh chili pepper seeds, then coat what’s left of your screaming, trembling, quivering mass in bamboo hair and pink Himalayan sea salt.” Ivo returned Ruan’s smile, looking more like a wicked angel who’d definitely fallen from the heavens than the lover who’d brought him to a peak of pleasure in the early hours of the morning. “After that, he’ll get started on hurting you.”

“Good to know. It’s nice when you have a plan already laid out for you,” Ruan mumbled, shaking his head. “You’re a little scary there, babe. Most people wouldn’t have that kind of revenge already plotted out for someone.”

“Plotted?” Ivo raised his elegant eyebrows, laughing softly. “That’s just off the top of my head. Wait till you see what we can do if we actually put some thought into it. Now go play nice with the family while I go help Bear cook. He always dries out the chicken if you don’t watch him.”

Wandering over to the soccer game to watch from the sidelines took Ruan away from the shade, but the sun and the laughter felt good, bathing him in a sense of peace and well-being he rarely found on the job. Finding a spot to sit on one of the many benches scattered through the park, he sipped at his iced tea and cheered both sides on. Five minutes into a furious battle for the ball between Chris and another little boy, a shadow fell over Ruan, and Ivo’s brother Luke stepped into view.

“Can I join you?” Luke held up a clear bag filled with what looked like deep-fried wonton chips speckled with sesame seeds and seaweed. “I’ll share.”

“Is it edible? Or more importantly, what is it?” Ruan made room on the bench, sliding over to give the other man space. Luke opened the bag, and the sweet, savory aroma of its contents was enough to make Ruan’s mouth water. “Actually I don’t care what it is. It smells great.”

“It’s wonton chips with furikake. There is kind of a bit of sugar and salt on the regular ones, but this is a variation the company makes.” Luke offered up the open bag for Ruan to dig into. “I could go through pounds of this stuff without even blinking. Once you start on it, it’s hard to stop.”

“I feel kind of that way about your brother,” he said without thinking, taking a handful of chips, then wincing. “Sorry, I know Ivo’s a tender subject with you. Well, with all of you.”

“That’s kind of the reason I came over. Bear pointed out to me that I haven’t been very fair to you.” Luke inclined his head, squinting when the sun came out from behind the clouds and drenched the field with a sharp light. “I would apologize, but I think we both know that would be a lie. I’m not sorry for being protective of him, but I am sorry if I’ve made you feel unwelcome. I’m usually better than that. I’m always telling my kids to stop and think before you speak, and that’s exactly what I haven’t done with you, so I’m sorry. I should’ve trusted Ivo’s judgment and given you more of a chance.”

“Well, there’s always going forward,” he pointed out. “I’ve got to be the first person to say I’m not perfect. I have problems with Ivo wearing heels out in public, but those are my problems, not his. And a lot of it has to do with how I always had to make sure no one thought I was gay because it was safer. It’s kind of the same thing. You had a bad experience of cops and you want Ivo to be safe, so you stepped up and said something. I understand that.”

“Bad experience. That’s the understatement of a lifetime,” Luke snorted. He took a few chips from the bag, then tucked it in between them, making sure it wouldn’t fall over. His elegant features were troubled, his dark eyes filled with concern, and he stared out at the game as if he could find answers to some unspoken question in the jubilant play on the field. “Ivo fought really hard to be with us. And he sacrificed a lot of himself because he thought that we wanted… that we wanted a perfect little brother who did everything he was told and was the best of everything we needed him to be good at. Because that’s what he did at every single foster home he was in. He had this idea that if he was the perfect little boy, he would get to stay and become a part of their family.

“But you and I both know that’s not how CPS works, and he grew up feeling like nobody in the world wanted him. He was willing to drive himself into a suicidal misery just to have a family. And he would fall in love with men who were no good for him for the same reason.” A bitter laugh escaped Luke’s pressed-together lips. “That was when he was younger. That was when he thought Ivo Rogers should be exactly like everyone else. Now he’s comfortable with always changing and trying different things because he can, but then there’s you. I know how cops are. I know how tight your world is. I know that a lot of people treat you like you’re the enemy when all you want to do is keep them safe and go home at night. I’m just scared you’re going to come home and bring some of that with you.”

“So I’m going to ask you a question and hope you won’t stab me with a knife for asking, but,” Ruan said, keeping his tone light and teasing, “is that fear of yours a lot like me being scared someone’s going to hurt Ivo because of what he wears?”

“It’s exactly like that,” Luke snorted. “Which is why Gus called me a hypocrite and Ivo told me to get my head out of my ass. That’s the one thing you’re going to find in this family. No one lets you go for very long without checking your ego. I’ve asked around about you. That’s one good thing about being a child advocate and working within the system. I can ask questions about people and no one blinks an eye.”

“Well, if you ask my boss, I’m sure Morgan would tell you I’m stubborn and I don’t play well with others.” He shrugged, helping himself to more chips. “My partner, Maite, would disagree, but that’s because I buy her lunch and I once pulled her brother out of a gunfight when he was injured and took a bullet myself, so she’s biased.”

“I got the stubborn part, but I didn’t get you didn’t play well with others. Mostly everyone said you’re driven and you dig in, looking for the truth. And that you’d probably never be upper management because you like being a detective too much.” Luke smiled at Ruan’s chuckle. “Everybody I spoke to came back with the sense that you were a nice guy and fair. That you listened and didn’t jump to conclusions. Ivo’s going to need that kind of man in his life, in his heart. Because sometimes he bites down and doesn’t let go. To be fair, none of us do, but he holds on the longest. But if he loves you, he’s going to love you forever. It’s the one thing he’s taught me. That if you love somebody, you stick with them no matter what they do to you and no matter what they say, because sometimes they’re fighting really hard to get rid of you so you don’t hurt them first.”

“You sound like you’re talking from experience,” Ruan said, picking at the label on his bottle. “I know how he feels about you guys. He would walk through fire for any one of you, and I’m humbled and astonished when I hear he feels that way about me too. I’ve never had anyone love me like that, and now that he does, now that he’s giving me this incredible gift, I’m never going to let him go and I’m going to do my best to keep the world from trying to hurt or change him.”

“Just don’t let him know you’re doing that,” Luke cautioned, shooting Ruan a sly grin. “He’ll get pissed off, and then he’ll get even. And trust me, he’s very imaginative in how he gets even.”

“Tell me about it.” He exhaled hard, biting down into one of the chips and chewing through its burst of salty and sweet. “Have you ever heard about his plan involving skinning someone and salting them afterward? I might have to go to bed at night with one eye open. Because your brother? Is one scary son of a bitch.”




Twenty-Two

 

 

“HOW MANY of these backyard things have we been to?” Ruan wrapped his arms around Ivo’s waist, fitting himself against his lover’s body, pulling Ivo against his chest.

“I don’t know. I didn’t count.” Ivo let go of the deck’s railing, leaning back into Ruan’s broad chest. He loved the feel of Ruan against him, the steady weight of Ruan’s arms on his sides and the tang of citrus from his soap kissing Ivo’s nose every time he took a breath. “And don’t give me any shit. I lost count with our kisses. The us-having-sex numbers went sideways when we couldn’t figure out if we were counting oral separately or a part of the whole night. So fuck you if you think I’m keeping track of how many dinners you’ve been to. I’ve been busy trying to get the new guy into the shop. Took him six months to get loose of his other place. Tomorrow, we’ll see what he’s got.”

It was one of many perfect Sundays they’d already shared, an early evening gathering of the family after a few hours at the shop or, in Ruan’s case, roaming the streets chasing after bad guys. Mace and Rey were both off duty, and the house smelled of roasted chicken, sweet potatoes, and chocolate cake, a savory promise of their dinner lingering in the air. Out on the back lawn, Gus, Luke, and Chris were playing some version of horseshoes with bean bags and a round rug woven to look like a target, their laughter at Gus’s inability to come even close to the mark nearly hysterical with glee. A few heavy-bodied bumblebees dove and dipped through the lavender and other flowers growing around the edge of the raised deck, and the garden was freshly weeded, plucked clean of predators that afternoon when Ivo and Bear went through the rows to look for green beans and tomatoes for that night’s dinner.

The house still creaked, swaying on its old bones, but it sounded happy, sighing as it held the family who’d driven up to it in a nearly broken-down Scout, looking for a home. After a lot of wrangling and swearing, the living room was stripped of its ugly wallpaper, and Ivo spent a few weekend afternoons listening to Mace, Bear, and Ruan arguing about how to refinish the built-in wood shelves and debating exactly what to do with the ancient wood-burning fireplace. In the end, the beautiful old mantlepiece had been restored to its original honey-gold glory, its broken surround and hearth brick replaced by an arabesque-patterned tile and a gas insert to prevent anyone from burning the house down.

Just as Ivo wanted it.

It was a cozy room, and Ruan often found Ivo in it, curled up in one of the wide, soft chairs, his legs under him, his nose in a book, the cat sprawled across his lap and the dog snoring on the floor in front of him. They’d spent many a night at the brothers’ house, Ivo transporting Spot in his car with the feline eager to prowl through a larger territory and cuddle up to a dog who was clearly terrified of him but at the same time, halfway in love with the monstrous feline. Going back to the apartment some nights was bittersweet now that Cranson was living with his sister in San Jose, and he realized he’d grown too used to coming home to find either the old man or Ivo waiting for him. Ivo’d listened to Ruan’s heartbreak at losing Cranson’s daily presence, his lover pouring his emotions out in halting words as they lay in bed, wrapped around one another as they shared parts of their day.

“Not that you don’t turn me on, but Bear’s already turned the hose on Gus and Rey when they were making out on the deck. Lost my shit on all of them because I reupholstered those damned couches myself.” Ivo hissed at the memory. “Sure, I put waterproofing on them, but that’s not the fucking point. So don’t get any ideas or the cat’s going to be the only one sharing my bed tonight.”

“Turns me on when you’re all bossy.” The chuckle Ruan whispered into Ivo’s ear sent a dark, delicious thrill up his spine. “Nothing I like better than to turn you into a puddle when you’ve got your feathers up.”

“Dude, we’re standing on the back deck. Luke, Gus, and the kid’s right there. Spot and Earl’s asleep on the couch. Bear’s in the kitchen chopping the shit out of some chickens, and the rest of the guys are in the living room screaming at some guy rolling a ball at a bunch of white pins at the end of a long hallway.” He rolled his eyes, more than a little disgusted his brothers were watching bowling on a Sunday afternoon. “So don’t start something you know you can’t finish.”

Ruan laughed, then kissed Ivo’s cheek. “I’d say you’re no fun, but I know that’s not true.”

The street clung to Ruan, the odd perfume of a day spent in a squad car and battling society’s evils. He’d come directly from work, leaving his gun in the locked box in his vehicle’s trunk before heading in, and while Ivo was grateful for that, it only brought attention to what he felt it was time to address. Turning around in Ruan’s arms, he braced himself against the deck’s high railing, angled his legs between Ruan’s feet so they were the same height, and stared into his lover’s smoky green eyes.

“You’re gorgeous,” Ruan murmured, kissing Ivo’s mouth before he could say anything. His embrace tightened and he moved closer, wedging Ivo against him, chasing away the slight chill in the air. “And I love you. If I haven’t already told you that today.”

“I think you did. This morning. Or at least showed me.” He smirked, loving he could bring a blush to Ruan’s cheeks. “Look at the hard murder cop going red. I love that I can do that to you.”

“Yeah, you do a lot of things to me,” he muttered, glancing over his shoulder as if expecting Bear to come out the back door with a hose in his hand. “And you’re the one who said we have to behave with the kid around, so don’t start reminding me of things I won’t be able to do or get until everyone goes home. Unless we’re not staying here tonight. Then I say we grab the cat after dinner and head out.”

“That’s kind of what I wanted to talk about,” Ivo broached gently. He was going to take a step forward, knowing Ruan might stumble behind him. But the days were stretching out and their lives were knitting together, tightening the bond between them. “Hear me out before you say anything, okay? Because I’ve got this all worked out in my head, and if I lose track of where I am, I’m going to have to start all over.”

“Okay. Let’s hear it.” Ruan’s cop voice was back in full force, stern and decisive but with a silvery line of tenderness beneath the rumble. Ivo could hear that now, the brightness in the dark steel, and he caught a ghost of a smile on Ruan’s mouth, enough to bring out the dimple in his cheek. “And this better not be about getting another cat, because we’ve already got a five-for-one deal with the orange asshole I got off the bridge.”

“Hey, Spot’s my boy. You shall say nothing bad about the marmalade monster. He’s a fucking delight,” Ivo cautioned, tugging on Ruan’s shirt in a mock warning. It felt good to laugh, even better to share that laughter with a man who understood him, who got that he needed space when he was drawing and company during scary movies. “I don’t want to talk about the cat. I want to talk about you moving in here. Living here. With me. I talked to Bear—”

“It’s kind of his house, isn’t it?” Ruan broached gently, his hands firm on Ivo’s back. There was no pulling away, a good sign as far as Ivo was concerned. “And yeah, I know you wanted to say everything, but I’ve got to ask if you’re sure he’s okay with this. You’re asking a lot of him.”

“He’s the one who brought it up,” Ivo confessed. “Before I could even say anything, he kind of sat me down and told me I should ask you to be here. With us. With me. And this is the part you need to listen really hard to, because all of us—the five of us—feel the same way about this. We had a family meeting—”

“God, you guys scare the shit out of me when you all get together for a family meeting. It’s like a gathering of the Borgias with beer and pretzels,” Ruan grumbled with an exaggerated moan. “What? What did you all decide?”

“Laugh now, but wait until you get pulled into one. There’s a lot of shit-talking and bickering. You wonder why Rob and Rey find other things to do when we have to decide something?” Ivo pinched Ruan’s ribs. “Shut up for a bit. I’m trying to make this a movie moment where you collapse and cry in my arms, and you’re fucking it up.”

“Sorry.” Ruan’s apology was a mocking retreat, but Ivo took what he could get. “Go on. Give me all your sugary monologue and I’ll listen. No more talking until you tell me I can.”

“Like that’s going to happen.” Ivo snorted. “The point is—before you ran all over me—I want to wake up next to you. Every day. I want to be woken up at three in the morning because you’ve got to go to a scene. And I want you to come home to someplace you know you’ve got a family waiting for you. That’s what this house is. And right now, both of us kind of need that. We both need a place we can fall apart at the end of the day, someplace where there’s a Sunday dinner with people who are too loud and sometimes scream at the TV while watching a sport no one really knows what the fuck is going on, because that’s just what we do.

“I want you to help decorate our Christmas tree and have a stocking with your name on it hanging on the mantle. It sounds stupid and kitschy, but that’s kind of how we are sometimes. That’s a part of my life, and I want you to be there. Through all of that. Because I think you need it, need to experience it, and when the time comes for us to maybe find someplace for ourselves, we can take that with us,” he murmured, taking a deep breath. “I love you. And whatever you want… living at your place or here… I’m going to be okay with that. Because you’re a hell of a lot more important to me than where I sleep at night. But I want to share my family with you, Ruan, so you know what it’s like to live in the middle of a bunch of crazy people who love you. Because they do. All of them. Even the dog.”

For a long moment, Ruan said nothing, and just when Ivo’s stomach knotted itself for the tenth time, turning into an origami disaster beneath his rapidly beating heart, Ruan nodded. Sighing, he bit his lip, then swallowed, obviously searching for something to say.

“Look, if it—” Ivo closed his mouth when Ruan shook his head.

“Nope. My turn. Because I didn’t have time to come up with a speech or pretty words, so after a long day at work, it’s going to take me a bit to get my thoughts together.”

The yard game was breaking up, and Chris galloped up the stairs, shaking the deck as he went by. A second later the back door creaked, then closed slowly before Gus and Luke could get inside. Gus dumped the rug and bean bags into the bins holding the volleyball net and other sports equipment they periodically dragged out. He gave Ivo a questioning look behind Ruan’s back.

“You guys okay?” His brother jerked his head toward the house and where Luke was holding the door open. “Bear’s going to call dinner in a bit. Want me to tell him to wait?”

“Tell Bear to hang on for a minute,” Ivo shouted. “We’re talking some stuff out.”

“Okay, if you guys need more time, let us know,” Gus replied, stepping toward the back door and edging around Luke, who stood in the way. “Keep walking, Luke, and go make sure my kid washes his hands really well. He gets any of that pepper oil in his eye because the two of you are eating them like freaking cherries, I’m going to make you explain to Jules why her son’s screaming his head off.”

“Are they gone?” Ruan asked after the door creaked shut. “Because yeah, this is something I want you to listen to. Very closely. Without anyone else.”

“They’re gone. No one’s at the window. I can’t even see Bear in the kitchen.” Ivo squinted over Ruan’s shoulder. “Looks like the oven’s on, though. I can see the light through the glass, so I guess he put the rolls in. We’ve probably got about fifteen minutes before someone comes to grab us.”

“I only need a few, because I want to tell you I’ll be happy to be here with you. In this house. For however long we need to be,” Ruan whispered, resting his forehead against Ivo’s until their noses touched and their lips brushed together when he spoke. “I love coming here. I love coming home to this place with its messy, loud people invading the space, and finding you in the quiet spots of the house. I’ve never had this before. And it’s scary how much I need this. Need you. So yeah, babe, I’m here. With you. With my cat. With your crazy family. Because I can’t think of anywhere else I want to be.”

“You sure? Because—” The kiss was expected, but not its ferocity. Ivo felt Ruan fill him, stretching into the darkest places of his soul and bringing a velveteen lightness to the broken parts he’d stitched together. Sighing, he let himself fall, sipping from Ruan’s mouth until he felt drunk from the heady rush of affection wrapping around them. Pulling back, he laughed softly and whispered, “I love you. Probably have since I saw you that night when you came to check up on me. It’s stupid and silly, but it’s like I knew who you were, and I’ve been looking for someone like you since then. I’m glad it was you I found. Because no one makes me happy like you do.”

“Hey, I’m glad we found each other,” Ruan murmured as a roaring caterwaul broke through the drowsy city noises wafting through the backyard. Someone inside hushed Spot, then loudly promised the cat dinner, pulling him away from the back door. “And how about if you answer a question for me? Because if I’m going to be a part of your family, you’ve got to become a part of mine. How do you feel about being a cop’s husband? Or is that too traditional for you?”

Marriage. Certainly not something Ivo ever thought about. Even dreamed of happening. It was an ivy-covered-cottage dream, a blurry idea of white picket fences and tree-lined streets where kids played in the backyard while Dad grilled up burgers on a summer afternoon. Not something he’d ever expected to find, but a life he’d already begun building with his brothers.

And now Ruan wanted to continue to build that life with him, taking on all of the weirdness and perplexities Ivo carried with him, knowing his white picket fences probably were going to be glitter and leather covered within a week of going up. And at the end of it all, Ruan not only didn’t care, but encouraged him to stretch himself as far as he could go, because he’d be there to catch Ivo should he fail.

“Yeah, I think I can manage that. A lifetime with you sounds awesome.” Ivo broke into a hearty laugh. “And so long as I can wear heels at the Policeman’s Ball if I want to. Deal?”

“Babe, I’ll even buy them for you,” Ruan said, drawing him in for another kiss. “Just don’t break your damned ankle. Going to be hard having our first dance with you on crutches, and let’s not even talk about how that’s going to screw up our honeymoon. Remind me to grab a ring or something.”

“Sure you don’t want to get inked?” The look on Ruan’s face was priceless—a bit of recoil and fascination. “Okay, rings it is.”

“Sure about this? Because it’s going to be for the long haul.” Ruan grew serious, rocking Ivo in his arms. “I love you. A lot. And I want to spend the rest of my life with you making me crazy and chasing after every dream you have. You okay with that?”

“Yeah, more than okay. Can’t think of a better way to spend my life than being with you,” Ivo murmured, resting his arms on Ruan’s shoulders. “Shit, can’t think of a better way of spending forever even.”

He would carry the softness of Ruan’s lips in his heart for as long as he lived, embedding the moment in his memories. The rasp of Ruan’s day-old beard tickled Ivo’s chin when he leaned in, his mouth slowly moving over Ruan’s, tasting the day on the cop who’d taken him into his life and had given him room to breathe. They teased and wove, tongues flicking and playing through their kiss, and Ivo murmured with pleasure when Ruan’s hands lifted the hem of his T-shirt to roam over his ribs. His lover’s fingers splayed over where his lion danced with fire and gunpowder, his hellion soul rising up from his depths to blaze over his skin. A familiar tightness formed along his groin, and Ivo pressed into Ruan, wishing they could skip the chicken and roasted vegetables and go straight upstairs to the attic suite they’d made their own.

The first hit of water was an icy reminder of his family’s base dickish nature, and the mocking laughter that followed was enough to make Ivo pull away, spitting and furious, but at the same time, snorting at the sheer absurdity of being hosed down by his brothers as he got engaged. He heard Gus for sure and possibly Mace, but Chris was there as well, a maniacal gremlin manning the hose and shaking its end, probably willing more water to come out despite someone thankfully turning off the faucet.

Shaking the water from his hair, Ruan removed one of his hands from under Ivo’s shirt to wipe the drips from his face, then sighed. “Remind me why I want to move in here?”

“Because you love us,” Ivo replied, kissing Ruan again—a sloppy, slippery smash of his lips against Ruan’s damp mouth. “And we’re your family.”

 

 

THE SHADOW in his office made Luke pause at the door. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and since the front office wasn’t open for another half an hour, there shouldn’t have been anyone else in the building. Or at least, no one in his area. He’d heard some chatter coming from the lounge area, the shrill laughter of one of the day nurses coming to man the vaccine clinic they’d be running later that morning, and the deep chuckle of Morris, the security guard who often played hopscotch with the kids, his massive former-football-player body blocking the sun from the painted lines on the cement pad in the main yard.

It was way too early in the morning for any intakes or even a social worker coming to plead with him to review a case for the courts. He’d grown tired of showing up in front of a judge, begging for a child’s adoption or transfer to another family member, only to have everything fall apart when he left. There’d been too many instances in the past few weeks of betrayed trusts and devastated children.

That shadow did not bode well for the rest of the week. Not based on past experiences, at least.

Pushing the door open, Luke walked into what he considered his private sanctuary, the room where he met with children and sometimes his brothers to work through problems they were having or simply sit and listen as they poured out their hearts and dreams.

What he found was a man he’d hoped he would never see again. The man who’d led him on a roller coaster of heartbreaks and infatuation, only to stab Luke down through his very soul before shutting the door behind him.

James Rockwell looked too damned good for Luke’s liking. His hair was longer, a more casual, carefree looseness to his sun-streaked brown hair, and the golden tan on his pale skin nearly hid the faint freckles on his cheeks, brightening the white of his too-straight teeth. Dressed in a dark green T-shirt, soft blue jeans, and brown hiking boots, he stood silhouetted against the window overlooking the empty play yard, squared off to face the door and his nose in one of Luke’s psych books, thumbing through its pages as if prepping for an overview.

He was still handsome and built like he could take down an army of Mongols, the slight tilt to his aristocratic nose giving his face a bit of humility and imperfection, a tinge of character to endear him to men and women who might want to kiss and make everything better. They would never know he was a snake. Not unless they’d fallen for him like Luke had, and he swallowed the growl building up in his throat, not wanting to give James the satisfaction of knowing he could still affect Luke in any way.

Something drew James’s head up, probably years of being a sneak and a liar honing his senses until he could feel another person entering the room, even when they didn’t make a sound. Instead of the smug, haughty grin he’d been expecting, Luke got a warm, sensual smile, and he was glad he hadn’t taken another step into the room. His knees wouldn’t have held him up if he had.

“God, you still look….” James’s hard rasp trailed off, and he closed the book he was holding, his eyes fixed on Luke. “Amazing. What’s it been? Two? Three years?”

“Not long enough,” Luke ground out. James being in his space stripped everything away, every ounce of professionalism and distance he’d wrapped himself in the moment he stepped onto the property, and Luke felt naked, exposed to the world simply by the presence of the man he’d wanted the world from showing up on his doorstep once again. “Why are you here?”

“I wanted to talk to you before… well, there’s really no way of saying this without just saying it.” Putting the book down on the arm of the couch Luke sat on sometimes to talk with his clients, James said gently, “I’ve left the agency, and I’m doing tattoos full-time now. Your brothers hired me for the shop. For your shop. It’s too good of an opportunity for me not to take it, but I wanted to let you know I’d be there. So you weren’t surprised when you walked in.”

“Do they know?” He raised his chin, trying to get his lungs to work, but Luke couldn’t seem to breathe through the pressure forming in his chest. “About you? About us?”

“I didn’t say anything,” James admitted with a shrug. “Figured you would have told them if you wanted anyone to know. Did you tell them? About… Vegas? Or us?”

“Why the fuck would I tell my brothers about the guy who was paid to fall in love with me? And then tried to get me arrested for trafficking kids for sex?” Luke finally took a step forward, pushing himself closer to James, even though he couldn’t count on not punching the face he’d kissed and held in his hands. “The only thing they know about Vegas is me getting tapped for killing the real criminal in all of this and the fucking mess I was left in once you walked out and left me to rot in that jail cell. That’s all they know about, James. And that’s all they’re ever going to know.”




More from Rhys Ford

 


[image: C:\Users\ashle\Dropbox (Dreamspinner)\cover_images\R\Rebel_v1.jpg]



 

415 Ink: Book One

 

The hardest thing a rebel can do isn’t standing up for something—it’s standing up for himself.

Life takes delight in stabbing Gus Scott in the back when he least expects it. After Gus spends years running from his past, present, and the dismal future every social worker predicted for him, karma delivers the one thing Gus could never—would never—turn his back on: a son from a one-night stand he’d had after a devastating breakup a few years ago.

Returning to San Francisco and to 415 Ink, his family’s tattoo shop, gave him the perfect shelter to battle his personal demons and get himself together… until the firefighter who’d broken him walked back into Gus’s life.

For Rey Montenegro, tattoo artist Gus Scott was an elusive brass ring, a glittering prize he hadn’t the strength or flexibility to hold on to. Severing his relationship with the mercurial tattoo artist hurt, but Gus hadn’t wanted the kind of domestic life Rey craved, leaving Rey with an aching chasm in his soul.

When Gus’s life and world starts to unravel, Rey helps him pick up the pieces, and Gus wonders if that forever Rey wants is more than just a dream.
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415 Ink: Book Two

 

A savior lies in the heart of every good man, but sometimes only love can awaken the man inside the savior.

The world’s had it out for San Francisco firefighter Mace Crawford from the moment he was born. Rescued from a horrific home life and dragged through an uncaring foster system, he’s dedicated his life to saving people, including the men he calls his brothers. As second-in-command of their knitted-together clan, Mace guides his younger siblings, helps out at 415 Ink, the family tattoo shop, and most of all, makes sure the brothers don’t discover his darkest secrets.

It’s a lonely life with one big problem—he’s sworn off love, and Rob Claussen, one of 415 Ink’s tattoo artists, has gotten under his skin in the worst way possible.

Mace’s world is too tight, too controlled to let Rob into his life, much less his heart, but the brash Filipino inker is there every time Mace turns around. He can’t let Rob in without shaking the foundations of the life he’s built, but when an evil from his past resurfaces, Mace is forced to choose between protecting his lies and saving the man he’s too scared to love.
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Ramen Assassin: Book One

 

When life gives Kuro Jenkins lemons, he wants to make ponzu to serve at his Los Angeles ramen shop.

Instead he’s dodging bullets and wondering how the hell he ended up back in the Black Ops lifestyle he left behind him. After rescuing former child star Trey Bishop from a pair of thugs in the middle of the night, he knows it’s time to pick up his gun again. But it seems trouble isn’t done with Trey, and Kuro can’t quite let go… of either the gun or Trey Bishop.

Trey Bishop never denied his life’s downward spiral was his own fault. After a few stints in rehab, he’s finally shaken off his Hollywood bad-boy lifestyle but not his reputation. The destruction of his acting career and his relationships goes deep, and no one trusts anything he says, including the LAPD. When two men dragging a dead body spot him on a late-night run and try to murder him, Trey is grateful for the tall, dark, and deadly ramen shop owner he lusts over—not just for rescuing him, but also for believing him.

Now caught in a web of murders and lies, Trey knows someone wants him dead, and the only one on his side is a man with deep, dark secrets. Trey hopes Kuro Jenkins will stick around to see what the future holds for them once the dust settles, but from the looks of things, neither of them may survive to find out.
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How do you save a drowning man when that drowning man is you?

Jake Moore’s world fits too tightly around him. Every penny he makes as a welder goes to care for his dying father, an abusive, controlling man who’s the only family Jake has left. Because of a promise to his dead mother, Jake resists his desire for other men, but it leaves him consumed by darkness.

It takes all of Dallas Yates’s imagination to see the possibilities in the fatigued art deco building on WeHo’s outskirts, but what seals the deal is a shy smile from the handsome metal worker across the street. Their friendship deepens while Dallas peels back the hardened layers strangling Jake’s soul. It’s easy to love the sweet, artistic man hidden behind Jake’s shattered exterior, but Dallas knows Jake needs to first learn to love himself.

When Jake’s world crumbles, he reaches for Dallas, the man he’s learned to lean on. It’s only a matter of time before he’s left to drift in a life he never wanted to lead and while he wants more, Jake’s past haunts him, making him doubt he’s worth the love Dallas is so desperate to give him.
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Half Moon Bay: Book One

 

Deacon Reid was born bad to the bone with no intention of changing. A lifetime of law-bending and living on the edge suits him just fine—until his baby sister dies and he finds himself raising her little girl.

Staring down a family history of bad decisions and reaped consequences, Deacon cashes in everything he owns, purchases an auto shop in Half Moon Bay, and takes his niece, Zig, far away from the drug dens and murderous streets they grew up on. Zig deserves a better life than what he had, and Deacon is determined to give it to her.

Lang Harris is stunned when Zig, a little girl in combat boots and a purple tutu, blows into his bookstore, and then he’s left speechless when her uncle, Deacon Reid, walks in hot on her heels. Lang always played it safe, but Deacon tempts him to step over the line… just a little bit.

More than a little bit. And Lang is willing to be tempted.

Unfortunately, Zig isn’t the only bit of chaos dropped into Half Moon Bay. Violence and death strike, leaving Deacon scrambling to fight off a killer before he loses not only Zig but Lang too.




Readers love the 415 Ink series by Rhys Ford

 

Rebel

 

“…Ford does such a wonderful job here juxtaposing the intensity and tension with the love and joy and connection of this makeshift family.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“Men to love, broken hearts in need of mending, extended families giving support, and more romance and angst to overflow any tale… all that and more superbly done.”

—Scattered Thoughts and Rogue Words

 

“…ultimately the story is about finding hope and happiness through found family and well, like I said before, I’m already utterly and completely sold on this series.”

—Just Love: Queer Book Reviews

 

Savior

 

“As always, Rhys Ford’s rich emotional infusion keeps the reader on edge and makes it difficult not to fall in love with all of her men.”

—Paranormal Romance Guild

 

“…I absolutely adored this book. I couldn’t stop reading it once I started.”

—The Blogger Girls

 

“As always, Rhys’s storytelling is engrossing and evocative, leaving me alternating between smiles and tears.”

—Diverse Reader
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