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Prologue

 


 


Bluebonnets. Some people
said they didn’t smell like anything, but to Damon, they reeked,
sickly sweet, toxic. Stinking up the dingy interrogation room he’d
been dragged into and then left to wait.

“You’re guilty as
fuck.”

Damon’s head flew up. His
father was sitting in the chair across from him.

Blood seeped out of a
small black hole between his eyes.

“Guilty. Guilty,” the old
man chanted.

“No.” Damon jumped up. His
chair skittered over the linoleum.

“Think ya got away, did
ya?” His father laughed. “Well, you’re wrong.”

“There was nothing I could
have done,” Damon whispered. “Nothing.”

“I want my money back.”
Another voice, adding to the pressure on Damon’s chest.

“Jake?” He looked wildly
around the room, but nobody was there. He tried to breathe, but
something was strangling him.

The chanting began again.
“Guilty. Guilty!” Louder and louder. “GUILTY!”

Damon took a step
backward. The ground behind him disappeared, and he windmilled his
arms, struggling to regain his balance. But he still
fell.

He hit the ground hard,
the air knocked out of his lungs. He tried to sit up, tried to
escape the dark, shallow hole.

Hands came out of the
dark. Grabbing him. Pulling him back down.

His heart pounded as the
first handful of dirt fell on top of him. He couldn’t move.
Couldn’t breathe.

“Guilty… Guilty...” His
father’s whisper sent waves of panic through him.

The dark was suffocating.
Shrill screams echoed around him.

His own hoarse shouts finally jerked
him awake. The blinking neon sign of the pizzeria across the street
reflected off his bedroom ceiling, painting eerie shadows. He
listened to sirens in the distance, an engine revving, and the
constant hum of the airport. Slowly, painfully, the sounds of
Boston finally chased the dregs of the nightmare away.

Damon took a few deep breaths to calm
his heart, pounding in his chest. He kicked off the sweat-drenched
sheets and made his way to the bathroom to splash some cold water
on his face. Haunted eyes stared back at him in the cracked mirror.
His skin ashen in the cold halogen light. Deep lines and dark
shadows. It had been a while since he had slept through the night
without waking up in a cold sweat.

His father had been
haunting his dreams all his life, but the shallow grave and getting
buried alive were recent additions to his nightmares. Damon only
had to close his eyes and he relived the baby-faced public defender
calling him a career criminal
after his last arrest. “Save us the whole song
and dance. Confess. It’ll get you out quicker. You don’t want them
to lock you up and lose the key.”

Damon couldn’t let this happen. He
grabbed his helmet, leather jacket and his keys. Two minutes later,
he was on the open road. The rumble of his bike drowning out
everything else. Cold wind in his face. His fingers were already
getting numb, but after a few miles of open road, he felt like he
could breathe again.

His freedom was the last thing he had.
He couldn’t lose it. Damon had a chance for a clean slate, and he’d
do anything to make that happen—anything…


Chapter 1: Nothing Ever
Happens on a Sunday Night

 


 


The wind rattled the
windows of JD’s Bar, and rain pounded against the glass, drowning
out the shocked silence in the taproom. This was so wrong. It was Sunday.
Nothing ever happened on a Sunday.

“What the fuck?” Sheldon
whispered to himself, over and over again. His mind was still
struggling to catch up. Everything looked just the same as it had a
few minutes ago. The light from the industrial bulbs illuminated
scattered tables, the empty booths along the wall, and the polished
dark wood of the bar. Brass taps gleamed behind an abandoned tray
holding empty glasses. He and Jazz had been in the middle of
cleanup. Jake—as always—had been barking orders from behind the
counter while loving on his boyfriend, Con, who had come in a few
hours ago after a weekend shift at Boston PD.

But that had been before—before the
stranger staggered through the door and dropped to his knees right
in fucking front of them. Con had been faster to react than
everybody else. In a blur, he’d leaped half across the room and had
pushed Jazz, who was closest to the intruder, behind his body with
one arm. Sheldon still stood frozen, trying to wrap his head around
the fact that an injured man was kneeling on the floor of JD’s Bar
on a fucking Sunday.

A muffled scrape pulled Sheldon’s
attention back to the stranger. He was trying to stand back up but
swayed badly. Without thinking, Sheldon stepped around Con and
reached out to help. But he jerked back when the guy hissed in pain
at his touch.

Even from the brief
contact, Sheldon’s hands felt wet. Stupid
rain. He unconsciously wiped them on his
pants. A low shriek escaped him at seeing the smear of red now
marring his white skinny jeans. His stomach heaved, and he
desperately tried to suck in much-needed oxygen, but somehow his
lungs seemed to have forgotten how to breathe.

“I’ll call an ambulance.”
Con pulled out his phone as if bleeding strangers were an everyday
thing.

“No,” the guy yelled,
pushing up from the floor. “No ambulance, Jay, and no fucking
police.”

Sheldon glanced at his
boss. Jay? Holy fuck.

Jazz gasped too because Jake Devlin
wasn’t the kind of man to invite nicknames—not if you wanted to
keep all your limbs.

“Damon?” Jake sounded like
he’d eaten gravel.

Suddenly, everybody spoke at once.
“Damon, as in Damon Stryker, your ex?” Con asked while Jazz said,
“The guy who ripped you off ten years ago? Stole your money and
ran?” Leave it to Jazz to say things out loud that most people
wouldn’t.

Jake never talked about Damon Stryker. A
dusty, framed picture of the bar’s opening day was the only record
that he’d once had a business partner. But some of JD’s oldest
regulars had shared bits and pieces of the story with Sheldon. Just
enough to figure out that the partners been more than
childhood friends opening a bar together. And that Stryker had run off with
JD’s start-up money.

Sheldon would never admit it, but he’d
studied that picture fairly regularly on slow shifts and had even
done some unsuccessful online searches. Damon Stryker was one of
his favorite real-life mysteries because, in general, life needed
more mysteries, and this one was delish. Rumor had it Damon had
left for a pack of cigarettes one night and had never been seen
again.

And now the man had just stumbled back
into JD’s?

“He’s gotta have a death
wish, showing his face here.” Jazz’s voice was grim with
glee.

Sheldon’s eyes swiveled back to Damon
fucking Stryker in the flesh. The man’s bloodstained hand pressed
against his side while he tried to straighten. Despite being
completely freaked out, Sheldon found himself moving closer again
to help. Dark-chocolate-colored eyes caught his glance in the dim
light, then inspected his face. The grim intensity sent shivers
along Sheldon’s spine. This close, he could see the guy’s split lip
and a bruise forming on his right cheek.

Jake shuffled closer, breaking their
connection. “Fuck, D, I didn’t think I’d ever—”

“I had to come,” the
wounded man rasped. “Give—give me a moment.”

I had to come?
Sheldon expected Jake to bark out
“Why?”, but
instead, his boss just raised his hand. It was shaking
slightly.

Sheldon swallowed hard. Jake Devlin
was larger than life. His booming voice made everyone cower. The
bar was his empire. Nobody came in there and messed with the
ex-Marine.

Fuckity
fuck. A Jake off his game was as close to
the end of the world as it could get. This ex, Stryker, could be
the dark angel who would bring them all down.

“Jake, I’m a cop. If this
is a gunshot wound, I have to call it in,” Con said, his voice
laced with frustration.

The words seemed to shake Jake out of
his paralysis. “Hold up, Con. Nobody is reporting
anything.”

Just as Damon barked, “Fuck, Jay, call
off the dogs.” He’d finally managed to push himself up.

Sheldon bristled.
Nice. The guy fucked up
a perfectly cozy night and then was mean about it, too. Damon had
nice tall, broad shoulders, though. And stunning dark eyes, really,
really dark, with just a few golden flecks. And—

Ahh, shit,
this man had betrayed Jake and stolen from JD’s.
There was no way Sheldon should be noticing his broad shoulders and
gorgeous eyes.

Jake pulled up a chair. “Here, sit
down.” He reached for Damon’s arm. Carefully, almost
gently.

“Damn, you’re kidding,
right? I—” Con kicked the table. It scraped over the
floor.

“Con, put your phone
away.”

“Again, if it’s a
gunshot—”

“No report,” Jake
barked.

Con flinched and took a step back.
Regret flickered in Jake’s eyes, but Damon swayed against him, and
he propped the injured man up without hesitation.

“Jazz, run upstairs and
open the door to my apartment. The code is 0808,” he ordered. “Go.
Sheldon, help me. Get on his other side.”

“You’re bringing him to
your place?” Con’s voice was missing its usual smooth New England
prep-school pitch that Sheldon was so jealous of.

Jake shook his head. “I need your
help, right now.”

Sheldon wasn’t sure whether Jake was
talking to Con or to him. He looked over to Con. Not so much for
approval, because he’d always do what Jake asked him to do, but
still…

Ever since Detective Miguel Conway had
crashed into Jake’s life, nothing had come between the two men.
They’d weathered secrets, lies, and a crazy asshole trying to take
Con down. They were the model of everything Sheldon wanted out of a
relationship: #Boyfriendgoals.

But now he saw excruciating pain in
Con’s eyes. Before they turned to ice, and his face froze into
stone.

Jake must have seen it as well.
“Con—”

“I can’t be here.” Con
turned on his heels and strode toward the back door.

A snort pulled Sheldon’s
attention back to the stranger just in time to see his lips sneer
in grim satisfaction. What the
hell?

“Hey, wait,” Jake called.
But Con didn’t turn back. Seconds later, the metal back door banged
against the frame.

“One night. One fucking
night,” Jake growled at the man slumped against him.

“I wouldn’t have come, but
when I found—” Words were cut off by a grunt as Jake pulled Damon
up and dragged him along. “I promise I’ll be gone
tomorrow—”

“Yeah, you’re good at
disappearing.” Jake snarled.

“I—”

“I got the door open,”
Jazz called as they pounded back down the stairs. They looked
around the taproom. “Did Con leave? Why the fuck would he
leave?”

Sheldon made a quick cutting motion
with his free hand. It took them a second to catch up, then their
eyes widened. “Oh, shit.”

The staircase in the back was pretty
narrow, so neither Sheldon nor Jazz could help much, but they made
it upstairs without incident. Sheldon had never been in the
apartment despite working at JD’s Bar for months now. Not many
people could claim they’d been inside Jake’s lair. The place was
bare. Beige walls in dire need of some paint. Scratched-up hardwood
floors. Half-filled moving boxes scattered around the
room.

Jake was in the process of moving to a
brand-new apartment next door, one he would share with Con. A
slow-as-molasses process, since Jake was still grumpy about the
fact that Con had bought the old movie theater around the corner
without telling anybody. Sheldon’s boss wasn’t one for
surprises.

Jake helped Damon onto the old sofa
with angry, clipped movements. “Take your shirt off. I’ll get
something to stop the bleeding.” Then he disappeared into the
bedroom.

Jazz moved toward the kitchen and
checked the fridge. “Ugh, empty. I’ll get some water from
downstairs,” they mumbled.

Suddenly, Sheldon was alone with
Damon. The man he tried to wrestle out of his shirt and gasped with
pain. A blood-stained envelope fell from his pocket onto the floor.
Sheldon gingerly picked it up as he moved closer. A low moan
distracted him before he could ask about it, so he dropped it onto
the scuffed-up coffee table. “Let me help.”

He carefully tugged the bloody fabric
over the injured man’s head, his eyes roaming over Damon’s body. It
wasn’t a gunshot wound, or at least Sheldon didn’t think so. It
looked like a long cut, waist high, wrapping around a meaty gut
covered with dark hair. Yup. Damon was solid all around. Bulky.
Strong muscles with a layer of extra. Tattoos swirling over his
skin. “Scruffy bear” immediately popped into Sheldon’s
brain.

As Damon’s hands went down to his
belt, Sheldon saw he had another bloody cut on his arm. The man
opened his jeans and pushed them down a few inches, together with
his boxers, exposing a dark happy trail and more skin.

“I’m a great nurse,”
Sheldon’s mouth started to blab as he kneeled next to the couch.
“Seriously, I’m good at taking care of people. I took care of Brent
when he got injured. He had a concussion…uhm…Brent is a friend.
Well, we’re friends now. Good friends. You’re still bleeding. Here.
Let me help.”

 


***

 


Pain shot through Damon as he twisted
to take a long look at the angry red line starting at his back and
wrapping halfway around his body. There was still blood seeping out
where the knife had first sliced through his skin. The rest wasn’t
that bad, but the initial cut had been deep.

"It looks ugly, but at least it’s not
a gunshot wound.” The waifish guy with the big green eyes was
sitting right in front of him on the floor. Now that they weren’t
in the dark taproom but instead in a brightly lit apartment, Damon
took another look at him because…were those real ears?

Damon blinked. Downstairs, he’d
thought they were a trick of the light, but no. Nestled between
braids of reddish-brown hair adorned with beads and silvery ribbon
lay small, pointy ears...almost like an elf's. Damon couldn’t help
himself and reached out, but his little nurse moved before he could
touch them.

“Hey, you can’t just touch
a guy’s ears. That’s very intimate,” he said with a crooked
grin.

Damon scoffed and instantly regretted
it as pain zinged through his body. He forced himself to sit up and
push his pants down further to get a better look. He didn’t think
he was that badly injured, but the pain and the adrenaline drop,
combined with walking through a fucking freezing rain, were hitting
him hard. It had taken longer than expected to get to JD’s. He’d
been forced to get off the subway early after two kids started
staring at him and whispering. Realizing that he was bleeding all
over the seat, Damon had jumped out at the next stop before they
could get their phones out.

Fuck. How had this
happened? His intel had been good. Nobody
should have been at Murphy’s home. His boss and the whole crew were
supposed to be at the hush-hush meeting with the mystery business
partner. All of Murphy’s goons had been talking about nothing else
for days: the big fat secret everybody was flapping their mouths
about. The club had been closed for the night, and everybody who
wasn’t part of Owen Murphy’s inner circle had been sent
home.

“Easy. Let me help. As I
said, I’m good at it—nursing.” The elf whipped his shirt over his
head. He looked slender and wispy but clearly wasn’t, because he’d
more or less helped to carry Damon’s sorry ass up the stairs. The
ears weren’t a cosplay thing, because he wasn’t wearing anything
weird, just tight white jeans and a light-green, long-sleeved
T-shirt.

“Trust me. I know what I’m
doing.” He carefully pressed the fabric against the cut. “I even
have a cute white minidress, the perfect nurse’s outfit. Even
though it doesn’t really make sense that nurses wear white. I mean,
shouldn’t they be wearing red? My pants are ruined. I look like an
extra in a cheap slasher movie.” He glared at the
bloodstain.

“Story of my life,” Damon
mumbled.

Huge eyes in a pale face turned to
him. Damon wasn’t sure he’d ever seen eyes that dark and rich and
green. The elf looked like one of those Japanese cartoon
characters, his huge eyes taking over his whole face. Damon had a
hard time looking away.

But then the bedroom door banged and
broke the spell.

“Took a minute. I had them
already packed up,” Jake mumbled as he came back into the living
room lugging a bunch of medical supplies.

This wasn’t how Damon had envisioned
his homecoming. And fuck, he’d imagined this moment a million times
over the last decade. When he’d first gotten back to Boston three
months ago, he’d even driven by the bar, and JD’s had still looked
the same—the warm glow of stained-glass windows welcoming him home.
But looks could be deceiving…

For the last two weeks,
he’d staked out the bar every free minute and had realized that
JD’s was quite popular with a young and loud crowd. Social media
posts filled with partying kids had first grabbed his attention
months ago when he’d still been on the road. It was so unlike Jake.
Back then it’d added to Damon’s nagging feeling of
wrong.

“D?” Hearing Jake call him
by his nickname almost made Damon smile. It’d been too damn long
since he’d seen Jake or heard his voice. But his friend’s next
words sobered him up pretty quickly. “You got some nerve showing up
here like this.”

Jake dropped to the coffee
table, which wobbled precariously beneath him. Not that Jake had
added a lot of weight since Damon had last seen him ten years
before. He was tall, rangy, with angry energy buzzing all around
him. Just like Damon remembered. Damon had always been bulky
compared to his friend, and an extra ten years hadn’t changed that.
If anything, he had a bit of a gut now while Jake had finally filled out his
tall frame.

“Sheldon, move over.” Jake
dropped a few medical supplies on the sofa, then did a double take.
“How come you’re half naked?”

“He was bleeding all over
your furniture. I had to do something.” Sheldon—that must be
green-eyes’ name—sassed right back. “See—me—stopping the
bleeding.”

Damon suppressed a groan when Sheldon
pressed his shirt harder against the cut to make his
point.

Jake rolled his eyes and grumbled
something rude. Damon stayed quiet as the two of them patched him
up. He only winced when Jake poured disinfecting alcohol all over
the cut. An open water bottle was shoved into his face by Jake and
Sheldon’ coworker, who had returned from the taproom. Damon gulped
it down. His obscenely loud swallowing made him realize that the
room had fallen silent—a tense, angry silent.

Damon pushed himself up,
unsuccessfully trying to suppress a wince. “Maybe it’s best if I
leave—”

“No, you’re hurt.” Sheldon
put his hand on his arm, gently holding him back.

Damon glanced over at Jake, but he
wasn’t even looking at him anymore. A deep frown marred his old
friend’s face. His eyes stared, unfocused, and his brows pulled
together in an angry line. Damon’s heart gave a little tug at the
familiar sight.

Their coworker with the
mop of dark-brown curls spoke up. “I hate to be the one to say it,
but I think leaving is a splendid idea.”

“Jazz, don’t be like
that,” Sheldon interrupted. “He’s injured.”

“Yeah, and we have no clue
why. For all we know, he left a body behind somewhere.”

“Jazz.” Sheldon looked
scandalized and pushed himself in front of Damon, which was funny.
Because even though he could see nicely defined muscles under pale,
creamy skin, Sheldon was maybe a third of his size.

Jazz leaned forward and squinted, with
a scowl matching Jake’s. Now Damon had two indignant faces right in
front of him. Any other time, he would have laughed at the fact
that Jazz’s facial expression matched Jake’s, but Jazz's next words
killed the amusement instantly. “Look, we patched him up. We can
drive him to the ER or something, but Con has a point. We don’t
know what’s going on—”

“Jazz,” Jake said quietly.
There was no reproach in his voice. He still sounded lost in
thought, resigned.

“Somebody’s got to be the
voice of reason. You’re going soft on me, old man. He’s got no
right to stumble in here after a decade and think he can just take
your help for granted. That’s not fair. He left you high and dry.
Stole your money. Hasn’t shown his face for ages. He lied. Jake, he
lied.” Jazz’s voice rose a few notches. “No one comes here and gets
between you and Con. Besides, he could get all of us into trouble.
They could close us down—arrest you—”

Sheldon flipped around and pointed at
Damon. “Did you kill anybody?”

“No,” he
answered.

“See,” Sheldon said
triumphantly. “We’re good.”

Jazz threw their arms up. “I’m going
back downstairs to close up the bar. You two and your bleeding
hearts. Fucking idiots.” The door closed with a bang. Damon
flinched.

The frown on Jake’s face deepened. The
little elf’s shoulders slumped, and Damon didn’t like it. And
wasn’t that fucked up. The adrenalin crash was really messing with
him.

Jake dug out some painkillers from the
first-aid kit and handed them to Damon. He swallowed them
dry.

Their eyes met, but Damon couldn’t
read Jake’s.

Damn. There’d been a time in their lives when they’d finished each
other’s thoughts.

Damon’s skull felt like it was going
to explode. His elbows on his knees, he rested his head in his
hands.

“What the hell?” Sheldon’s
high-pitched voice cut through the dizziness that swamped Damon.
“Check this out. These are pictures of you and Con.”

“Hey, don’t touch those.”
Damon tried to scramble forward to take the envelope out of
Sheldon’s hands, but it was already too late. He’d already dumped
the contents on the coffee table.

Jake reached over and
spread the four photos out in front of him. Fuck.

“Look. That’s you and Con.
And Con’s family, too, right?” Sheldon said, pushing two of the
pictures in Jake’s direction. “Isn’t that the senator? Con’s mom?
Actually, she’s the president of the Massachusetts Senate, and
that’s her husband, who’s got more money than anybody should ever
have.” Sheldon’s voice squeaked in excitement.

“Yes, you’re right.” Jake
frowned at the pictures. “These are from the charity event for
LQBTQ+ youth they held on Con’s mom’s birthday. I had to go. Even
his brother from Europe came to the event. There was no way I could
bail.”

“And who is that?” Sheldon
asked, pointing to a guy who was dancing shirtless in the middle of
a crowded dance floor in the remaining two pictures. Despite the
number of people in the shot, there was no doubt that the camera
had zoomed in on the same guy twice. He had his arms over his head
and seemed to be lost to the beat. Damon had no idea who he was,
but the pictures had all been in one stack, so he’d grabbed them
all.

“He’s hot. And he’s got
moves,” Sheldon added.

Jake picked up the picture
and squinted. “I think that’s Noel, Con’s brother. I met him at the
charity gala for the first time. But that shot’s
not from the gala. Nobody took their shirts off
in front of the Senate President.”

“He’s at Dark Crystalle,”
Damon said. “I—I work there.”

Jake turned to him. “What is this? Why
do you have these photos?”

Damon closed his eyes. The photos had
been the reason he had finally stopped lurking and had come back to
JD’s. To make sure Jake was okay. To warn him. But now he was
questioning his rash decision. Now, he had to find the words to
explain the clusterfuck that was his life to the one man who had
always seen through his bullshit.


Chapter 2:
Homecoming

 


 


“Damon, why do you have
pictures of my boyfriend and his family?” Jake asked again, his
voice dripping with impatience. It made Damon realize that he’d
stayed quiet for a long time. He looked up and straightened his
shoulders. Two sets of accusing eyes swiveled his way. He wished he
wasn’t half naked, with his pants unbuttoned.

“I can explain,” he
finally choked out.

“Well, then, explain.”
Jake crossed his arms in front of his chest and glared at Damon.
Oh, shit, it was clear that Jake was in no mood to listen to
anything he didn’t want to hear. Damon remembered that
stubborn-as-fuck face all too well. They’d be yelling at each other
in two seconds flat. And Damon’s brain was too scrambled for
diplomacy.

He evaded the question. “I’m working
undercover for the district attorney. And she is in these
pictures.”

The silence turned
thunderous.

“Come again,” Jake said
slowly. “The district attorney?”

“Well, one of the
assistant district attorneys. Eliza Bryant.” He pointed at the
picture with Con’s family. “Her. ADA Bryant. I work for
her.”

“Oh, I missed that. That’s
Con’s boss, right?” Sheldon leaned over to study the photos
again.

“You know, it’ll only take
one call to check that out,” Jake said. A hard glare hit Damon. He
deserved nothing less.

“I’ll just leave—” Damon
tried to stand. Dizziness swamped him instantly. Defeated, he
dropped back.

“Yeah, no way.” Jake
growled and jumped up. The table clattered over. He let out a
string of vicious curses and pulled out his phone from his back
pocket.

“I wouldn’t. Con won’t
answer. He’s hurt,” Sheldon said in a soft voice. “And you can’t
blame him. You just picked your ex over him. That would fuck with
most people. And I’m telling you that because you’re fucking
oblivious sometimes.”

“I didn’t—” Jake put his
phone away and brushed his hand over his face. “I made a
split-second decision—I get that it looks bad, but—”

Damon listened carefully.
This was the information he’d been looking for. He knew Jake was
tangled up with that Santiago-Conway kid. What he didn’t know
was how much he
was tangled up.

Jake glared at Sheldon, but with less
heat than the lasers he had been directing at Damon. “Damn, why am
I explaining—it’s none of your business.”

“I’m making it my
business, ’cause someone’s gotta make sure you don’t mess up a
perfect love story,” Sheldon replied. He pushed his chin in Damon’s
direction. “Jake and Con are a thing.”

“Got it,” he replied
eventually.

“Hope so, because we’ll
bury you under JD’s floorboards if you try and fuck that
up.”

Ahh, okay. Cute.
This was the first time he’d been threatened by
an elf.

Damon couldn’t help it. He looked up
at Jake and raised an eyebrow. He got a barely noticeable shrug in
return.

What have you gotten
yourself into?

Welcome to my
crazy.

“Damn, I missed you,”
Damon mumbled, more to himself than anybody in the room. He and
Jake had grown up together. They’d escaped the hell of their
childhood and been deployed to Afghanistan together—fought a war
side by side. Jake had been his first kiss. His first everything.
They’d fucked on the same damn sofa he was sitting on now. But
Damon had thrown it all away. He was damn lucky Jake wasn’t pulling
up floorboards this very moment. Damon had to be real careful how
he played his cards.

Jake straightened his shoulders. “It’s
late.” He marched through the room and pulled a black hoodie out of
one of the boxes. “Here, Sheldon, put that on before you freeze to
death. Run over to Con’s and get some clean sheets from the guest
room. Mine are all packed. Uhm…if Con is home, you—”

Sheldon jumped up. “I got it. Don’t
worry.”

Jake sighed. “Here’s my key. In case
he isn’t. I’ll check on Jazz, and then both of you should go
home.”

“What? No—”

“No discussion,” Jake
said. “We’re calling it a night.”

“I should stay.
Damon”—Sheldon said his name slowly as if he was trying it out for
the first time—“shouldn’t be alone, and I’m the only one with
experience in nursing.”

“No more nursing needed
tonight. Damon is a grown-ass man. He’ll be fine by himself. Now
go.”

“Are you staying here?”
Sheldon asked. “Should I bring you anything?”

“No, I prefer to sleep in
my own bed tonight.”

“Oh, that will take some
major groveling,” Sheldon said gleefully from the door before
rushing down the stairs. A minute later, Damon heard the heavy back
door bang.

Jake didn’t leave. Instead, he went to
the window and gazed out into the night. Damon knew the view all
too well. Ten years ago, he’d spent a lot of time standing in the
same spot, trying to convince himself that owning a bar with Jay
was his longtime dream, and that life was perfect. Based on the
stiffness of Jake’s shoulders, his attempts to make peace with the
current situation were as unsuccessful as Damon’s had once
been.

“They’re cute,” Damon
finally said, desperate to fill the painful silence.

“They’re mouthy and a damn
nuisance. But they’re family,” Jake replied. The
and you are not, not anymore was left unsaid, but Damon heard it loud and
clear.

“I’m sorry,” he
said. Damn, I’m really off my
game.

Jake turned. “For what? Running out on
me years ago and fucking up my life? Or dropping in without any
warning and pissing off my boyfriend?”

“All of it, I
guess…”

Jake crossed the room and dropped down
next to Damon. “Just so you know, I still want my money
back.”

Damon stayed silent, trying to breathe
through the weight on his chest. He didn’t believe for one second
that he was forgiven, but he’d fight that battle another night—when
he wasn’t exhausted and with his ass hanging out.

But Jake wasn’t done with
him. “What the hell, D? Tell me what you’ve gotten yourself into.
And make it quick because Con’s apartment—our new apartment—is next door, and
Sheldon will be back soon. What you told me about working for the
DA’s office, that’s the truth, right?”

Jake’s words cut deeper than that damn
knife had. The old Jake would never have doubted him. But Damon
wasn’t being completely truthful, either, so the irony of his
unjustified hurt wasn’t lost on him.

“After I left Boston, I
traveled around for a while. Worked a few odd jobs. Not all legal.”
He didn’t look at Jake. Didn’t want to see the disapproval, even if
he could feel it hanging heavily in the air.

“Go on,” Jake
prompted.

“I need the deal with
Bryant for a clean slate.”

“A clean slate? Fuck, D.
How bad are we talking?”

“Nothing bad. You know me.
Just…a few things piled up.”

Jake shook his head. “When did you get
back to Boston?”

“Three months
ago.”

“Three months?” The
outrage in Jake’s voice hit Damon square in the chest.

Damon forced himself to hold eye
contact. “I was short on cash. So, when I was offered a lucrative
transport to Boston, I couldn’t say no. And when it led to a
full-time position, I stuck around. I didn’t plan to stay long, but
then Bryant approached me with a deal. No idea how she found me.
She offered to wipe my record if I found a way to get an in with a
local drug gang and got her some—some information.”

Damon wasn’t going to admit that JD’s
social media presence had drawn his attention. He’d wondered about
Jake, and it had influenced his decision to take the job that led
him back here.

Jake raised an eyebrow at
Damon, his classic cut the bullshit
look.
“She wanted pictures of the Conway family
reunion?”

“No, I—I stumbled across
them when I was looking for something else. But you were in them,
so I grabbed the whole envelope and came here. To warn
you.”

“Warn me? Where the hell
did you come across these pictures?”

Damon hesitated. “I broke into the
home of…uhm, the crime lord of said gang—”

Jake growled but waved him
on.

“Bryant is investigating
him, and I got a job—”

“Fucking Christ, Damon,
didn’t you have enough of that BS growing up? I thought—I thought
we both were done with that life—”

“I need a clean slate to
start new, and this is my chance.” A shiver went through Damon. “I
work as a bouncer at a club, not in a motorcycle gang. I’m supposed
to keep my eyes and ears open and report back to her. Plus, if I
find anything with her name or her picture, I’m supposed to bring
it to her. Simple as that. There was an opportunity to snoop at
Murphy’s home, and I took it. I found these. And when I saw you—I
had to come here to warn you. Murphy is dangerous.”

“Murphy?
Owen Murphy?” Jake
leaned forward to grab his phone again but stopped halfway and let
his hands sink into his lap. “Did Murphy or his men catch you?”
Jake waved at Damon’s side, where he could feel blood still
oozing.

“No, somebody else, I
think they didn’t come through the front door with a key,
either.”

“Jesus fucking Christ.”
Jake cursed again. “Damon, why take a risk like that?”

“Bryant was getting antsy.
She put pressure on me to produce some results, or the deal would
be off.” Again, he walked a thin line, but he hadn’t come back to
make peace and stay forever. Ends justify means…

“So, you broke into a
criminal’s house, stole stuff, and got knifed in the
process?”

Damon sighed, instantly regretting
showing weakness. He lifted his ass and carefully pulled up his
pants. He shifted a few inches away from Jake and wondered if he
could stand without feeling dizzy again. At least his head felt
better. The painkiller was finally kicking in.

Jake put his hand on his arm. “There’s
more, isn’t there?”

Damon avoided eye contact again.
Instead, he tried to wiggle out of Jake’s grip, but his friend held
tight. “Spit it out before I lose my shit completely.”

“My deal is fishy. I
haven’t talked to anybody but Bryant, and she’s…shifty.”

Jake slumped back. “Goddamn,
D.”

Damon didn’t reply. What could he say?
Jake had a few more choice words as he picked up his phone. “Who
are you calling?”

“I’m gonna call the one
guy who can figure this out. But first I’m getting you a
lawyer—”

“I don’t need a
lawyer.”

Jake nodded, but at the same time,
kept hammering his screen. His phone dinged. An incoming text? For
some reason Damon hadn’t expected that Jake would pull more people
in. This would complicate things further.

The metal door banged again, followed
by a stampede on the stairs. Sheldon burst back into the room. “I
got the sheets. There were a few extra sets in the guest room. Why
on earth would Con need so many? He wasn’t home, by the way. His
car is gone, so I don’t think—” Sheldon withered under Jake’s
stare, but then rallied enough to ask, “Do you want me to put them
on the bed?”

“I can do that.” It took
some effort to stay upright, but Damon managed.

“I got it,” Sheldon said.
He handed over Jake’s key and rushed to the bedroom.

“I’ll check on Jazz. Be
back in a few,” Jake threw out and left.

Damon leaned against the back of the
couch. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to get back up if he sat down
again. After just a few minutes, Sheldon rushed back into the room
and carefully wrapped his arm around him. This time Damon didn’t
fight.

They’d almost made it to the bedroom
when he heard Jake on the stairs. “Con, I know you’re pissed, but
believe me, you want to listen to this. Call me
back…please.”

Sheldon pulled Damon into the room. He
took a quick look around.

Well, fuck.

Jake still had that old wardrobe
they’d picked up from the side of the road when they first got
here. It was like a time warp. Nothing had changed.

“Hey, can I ask you
something?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“Is the bar doin’
okay?”

“What do you
mean?”

Heat rushed to Damon’s face. Guilt hit
him like a sledgehammer. “Is Jay…is Jake doing okay?”

“He’s got a hot
boyfriend—”

“Financially. I mean
financially.”

Sheldon nodded. “Oh, yeah, we’re good.
Holden does the books now. I asked him because I needed some money
for year-end holiday deco. And he said I can spend as much as I
want. He’d never say that if it wasn’t true.”

Damon wondered who Holden
was, but he was too tired to ask. Sheldon kept chatting about
people Damon didn’t know but who clearly were part of JD’s now. He
covered Damon with a flowery-smelling comforter.
Okay, so some things had changed.

Damon was pretty sure his elf was
getting ready to sing a lullaby, but Jake walked in to take him
away. A few minutes later, Damon heard the door and, finally, he
was alone.

He dragged himself back out of bed and
into the bathroom. He probably could have done this earlier, but
somehow, he was sure that the twinky elf would have found a way
into the shower with him. Despite being drugged up with
painkillers, his dick took an interest in the idea, but Damon
ignored that.

It took some maneuvering to shower in
the small space without getting the bandages too wet, but he
managed. Luckily, Jake hadn’t packed up all toiletries and towels.
He found a new toothbrush and felt marginally better when he
crawled back into bed. Exhaustion hit him hard, but he quickly
pulled out his phone and called the number he’d
memorized.

It rang only once. “Hello.”

“You were right. The
pictures were exactly where you said.”

A low curse came through the line.
“Well, at least he’s predictable. You’ll make contact?”

“I already
have.”

“Okay. Good. Let me know
if you—”

“Got it.” Damon hung up
and dropped back onto the pillows.

 Yeah, so not how he had expected his homecoming to play out.
He just had to believe he was doing the right thing—because if he
was wrong, this would be the end of his friendship with
Jake.

If it wasn’t already too
late…

 


***

 


“And I’ll take a
multigrain bagel.” Sheldon pointed to the lower shelves. Multigrain
was healthy, right? He probably was taking this nurse thing a bit
too far, but after picking out six different muffins, each one with
more sugar than the next, he should at least bring something less
sweet for breakfast. Maybe Damon didn’t like sweets. “Make that
two. And some cream cheese, please.”

Mrs. Jager raised an eyebrow but then
got a new bag to pack up the bagels.

Damon was a big guy. He could easily
hold up a lightweight like Sheldon while he leisurely fucked him
against the wall. Sheldon might have indulged himself that morning
in bed and fantasized about Damon’s bulk pressing into him
and—

A tap on his shoulder made him jump.
“Sheldon, darling, what are you doing here this early?” drawled a
soft French accent against his neck.

Heat rushed to Sheldon’s
face as if he’d actually been caught with Damon’s chest hair
against his naked skin while rocking—abort.

“Hi, Pascale.” Recovering
quickly, he straightened his shoulders and put on his most
sophisticated smile. Pascale Languier was currently the top
contender on Sheldon’s potential-future-husband list. Said list was
part of Sheldon’s grand plan to find his forever home. Some people
didn’t get it, but Sheldon had spent more than half of his life in
foster care, dreaming and hoping for a safe, happy place to live.
He’d learned the hard way that dreams don’t come true by wishing
and praying. Focus, determination, and a solid plan were
essential.

After being dumped way too many
times—and no, he would not let his ADHD brain jump into that snake
pit of misery, thank you very much—Sheldon had a teensy bit of hope
because Pascale had shown an interest in him. Even taken him on a
date once.

“I didn’t think you would
ever be up this early.” Pascale leaned close as he patted Sheldon’s
lower back.

“I’m helping a friend by
picking up some breakfast. He’s—” Sheldon had meant to say hurt,
but maybe it wasn’t a good idea to let people know about Damon, so
he ended the sentence with, “sick. He’s sick.”

Pascale smiled warmly. He
hit all—or at least most—of the requirements for a future husband.
Professor at Boston College. A house in Wellesley. Settled.
Respectable. Single. In other words, perfect. It was a shame he
colored his hair that fake pitch-black color, because a little gray
was lovely on a man, but still, Sheldon could totally see himself living in a
fully renovated Victorian filled with modern art in a swanky Boston
suburb. His main responsibilities would be to take care of the rose
bushes in front and accompany Pascale to boring but sophisticated
cocktail parties. All he had to do was fall in love with Pascale
because love was a must-have requirement. Sheldon’s forever home
would be brimming with love.

“Look at you, being such a
sweet pea,” Pascale murmured. His eyes roamed over Sheldon’s body
and abruptly stopped at the stethoscope hanging around his neck.
Perfectly plucked eyebrows shot up to the Frenchman’s
hairline.

“It’s real.” The words
tumbled out before Sheldon could stop them. He’d filched the
stethoscope from a one-night stand last summer, hoping the guy
would call him back to retrieve it. It had been buried in Sheldon’s
closet ever since he’d realized the silver-fox doc would rather
part with his medical device than contact Sheldon again. Oh, well,
Sheldon wasn’t going to let a setback deter him. The doc had been a
toad in bed anyway.

Sheldon turned to Pascale with a
beaming smile, only to realize he was being ignored. The professor
was staring at the four large bags of baked goods Mrs. Jager had
piled up on the counter. “Uhm, I take it your friend is not
suffering from the stomach flu.”

Heat rushed up Sheldon’s neck all over
again. “I might have bought a little too much.”

“I can see that. More
proof what a wonderful friend you are.” Pascale’s hand moved lower
to stroke over Sheldon’s ass. Pascale was very touchy-feely. Not
inherently problematic, not at all, but still, consent was a
thing…

“Next,” Mrs. Jager called
with a pointed look at Sheldon. He quickly paid while Pascale put
his order in.

Once all transactions were finalized,
Pascale leaned in and pressed a kiss to Sheldon’s lips, which was
pretty awkward with all the bags cradled against his chest. “Are
you working tomorrow, sweet pea? Unfortunately, I have plans today,
but I might stop by tomorrow night.”

“No, I’m not working
Tuesdays. It’s usually slow, but I’ll be there starting Wednesday,
the whole weekend.”

Pascale held the door open for him.
“That’s fine too. It would be lovely to catch up with you. We had
such a wonderful time at dinner. Wednesday, then…maybe late, so we
can hang out afterward?”

Sheldon forced another blinding smile
as he waved goodbye, his brain still processing Pascale’s words.
Why not do something on Tuesday when he was off? And hang out after
work? He wasn’t quite sure he really wanted their second date to be
so casual. He liked sex, but sadly, fucking had not proven to be a
good way to secure love. Sheldon had tried that a few times. Maybe
he should suggest dinner or a movie?

But before he could make up his mind,
Pascale had crossed the street to his car. Only now Sheldon noticed
that the professor was carrying two coffees. Weird…

Unless he wanted to look like an idiot
standing on the side of the road, he should get going. There was
still a chill in the air, but at least the rain had let up. Sheldon
cradled his purchases in his arms and walked briskly towards JD’s.
Damn, he was rushing—rushing to see Damon again—and that was all
kinds of fucked up. Sheldon tried to screw his head back on the
right way as he crossed the street. Yeah, Jake’s ex-business
partner was mysterious and sexy as hell, but he was also tangled up
in something shady. And shady was a capital N.O. for Sheldon.
Another scar he carried from bouncing around in foster
care.

“Pascale. Perfect. Pursue.
Damon. Danger. Detach. But you can be nice. Nothing ever wrong with
being nice.”

Once Sheldon got to the bar, he let
himself in the back door and walked upstairs. He now had the code
for the apartment door, but as it was Jake’s lair, he decided to
knock.

Jake ripped the door open, wearing a
tentative smile. Which immediately slipped off his face when he saw
Sheldon. “What are you doing here?” he grumbled.

Sheldon had known his boss for way too
long to let the hostile welcome bother him. Jake was Jake; the only
person who could lure a smile onto his face was Con…

Oh—so Jake had hoped Con was knocking
at his door. That meant they hadn’t made up last night.

“I brought breakfast for
my patient.” Sheldon quickly wiggled his way inside because there
was a good chance Jake would close the door in his face. He
strutted to the small kitchen. “I’ll make some coffee
and—”

Jake wasn’t alone. Their fellow
bartender Holden Wright was standing at the kitchen counter,
fiddling with the ancient coffee maker while his boyfriend, Brent
Northwood, leaned against the narrow counter, shuffling a bunch of
papers in front of him.

“Brent, what are you doing
here?” Sheldon beelined into Brent’s arms because the guy gave the
best hugs in the universe. He shamelessly took advantage of the
fact that Brent was never one to disappoint. Brent wrapped one arm
around him while saving Sheldon’s purchases at the same time. The
lawyer was capable that way.

“Based on Jake’s
expression, the real question is: what are you doing here?” Brent
slowly untangled himself and handed the bags over to Holden. “And
what on earth…ahh, that’s your sexy-nurse outfit? Looks
fabulous.”

Brent knew about his white minidress
because Sheldon had been the one to take care of him when he got
injured while helping Holden discover the whereabouts of a secret
book full of incriminating evidence. Sheldon took advantage of the
fact that they were now friends by throwing himself back into
Brent’s arms for another cuddle.

“You realize he’s mine,
right?” Holden joked as he opened the first bag of pastries. “Oh,
pastries from Jager’s. Awesome.”

“You don’t get any of my
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