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        Dr. Isaac Daniels and Detective Neil Thrope have been on and off Dom and sub since they met a few years ago. Isaac is all in but he’s not everything switch Neil needs, so good as things are between them, they both know it’s not enough.

      

        

      
        Being in the BDSM community, Isaac and Neil were there to help when sub Alain Remy Broussard was assaulted by a pair of Doms who didn’t ascribe to the notion of safe, sane, and consensual. Their friend, Dom and therapist Cyrus Hughes offered Alain a place to stay, and has been working with the boy to help him regain trust. When Cyrus is called out of town suddenly, he calls on Isaac, who agrees to take Alain in while he’s away.

      

        

      
        Isaac feels instantly protective of Alain, but it’s Neil who quickly bonds with the sub. With Alain in the house, Neil might have found the balance he craves but thought was too much to ask for. Isaac, though, has only ever had that kind of connection with Neil. Will the Dom be able to get on board and love both men as they, and he, deserve?
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      “I appreciate this, Isaac. I apologize for the lack of notice.”

      Lack of notice? It wasn’t like Cyrus could possibly have known that his client was going to die, let alone when. Tragedy wasn’t something to be scheduled, though it was just like Cyrus to wish he could. Isaac put his cell phone on speaker and set it on the desk, then opened his briefcase beside it.

      “Don’t worry about a thing, Cyrus. Alain can stay with me while you’re in Texas, and until you’ve got your balance back. It’ll be fine.”

      He started stuffing files into his briefcase. He was going to have to get some work done at home tonight, and possibly reschedule some of his patients tomorrow, but Cyrus Hughes was the sort of man who helped everyone else; it was a rare thing that he asked for help himself and there was nothing Isaac wouldn’t do for him.

      “Thank you. I can’t predict how the next few days will go, but⁠—”

      “Cy. Alain will be just fine with me. I understand his needs, and I’m happy to do this. Just focus on yourself for a few days, for god’s sake.” He knew what Cyrus was going through losing a client; he’d lost a few patients over the years himself. Those feelings could be incredibly difficult.

      Cyrus sighed heavily on the other end of the line. “Yes. I’ve got some…things to work through.”

      He snorted. “Feelings, Cyrus. They’re called feelings. Give it time. Go get your closure.”

      Cyrus cleared his throat. “Thank you, Isaac. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Take care. Safe travels.” Isaac hung up the phone, closed his briefcase and headed out. Once settled in his cab he called Neil to see if he was available. This would be easier as a two-man job.

      “Hola, Guapo.”

      Isaac rolled his eyes at the nickname. Neil Morrow had latched onto the compliment upon their first meeting, and he absolutely refused to give up on it.

      “Hey, there. What’s your schedule tonight? Are you free? I need you to help me with something…or, well, someone.”

      Neil chuckled softly, but there was something raw about the sound. “I’m on a week’s leave without pay, thanks, so I’m in. I just got to my apartment.”

      A week would work, but…what? He was going to have to unpack this with Neil more formally later. “Without pay? Sounds like we have something to talk about. But I have to be honest, it’ll have to wait, because this is a bit of an emergency. Can you meet me at Cy’s place? Alain’s going to stay with me for a bit.”

      “Sure, man. No worries. You want me to drive over or not?”

      “Yes, please. We’ll have to pack a suitcase for him. Cy will be gone when we get there, because he had to fly to Texas for a funeral.” Cy said the doorman was expecting them and would let them in.

      “Texas? Like my Texas? Who died?”

      Neil’s Texas. Seriously?

      He could hear the door close, and Neil started heading down the stairs toward the garage.

      “No, Texas, New Jersey. Yes, idiot. Your Texas. One of his clients hung himself. A sub.” Most of Cyrus’s clients were subs. Maybe all of them.

      “Oh fuck. That sucks hard, man. I’m sorry. Seriously. Did the little bit know the guy?”

      It did suck. “I didn’t get that impression. Cyrus had no intention of taking him along. He just doesn’t want Alain to be alone overnight.” He didn’t even know what Alain knew, or how the boy was going to feel about being dragged out of Cyrus’s place. “I hope he’s cool with this. I have no idea.”

      “If he freaks, I’ll call Peter. We hang out quite a bit.”

      “I love that your subby half has little friends,” he teased. He couldn’t help it. Peter was a good boy, and very, very taken.

      “Fuck off, Guapo. You don’t know what to do with me.” Neil’s laughter was warm, and Isaac could see Neil’s expression in his mind’s eye.

      If he was being honest, Neil was the handsome one. But he wasn’t planning on being that kind of honest today. “Oh yes I do. And I’m looking forward to what I get to do with you once we discuss why you’re on leave without pay.”

      His cab stopped at the curb, and he punched the button for a receipt out of habit. He didn’t need it; he wasn’t getting reimbursed for this house call. “I’m here.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty. Don’t scare the kid. He’s just a baby.”

      He rolled his eyes again. “Seriously, Neil? I’m not scary,” he replied, knowing damn well he could be a scary Dom if he wanted to be. Right now though he was just a friend. Maybe a doctor if need be, but mostly a friend.

      “Yeah, right. Terrifying. I’m the good cop. Mostly. See you in a bit.” The phone went dead.

      “Butthead.” He climbed out of his cab and went inside, where the doorman practically fell over himself to make sure he got into the apartment right away. Cyrus must have given him the fear of god or a big tip. Or both.

      Isaac hung his coat up and set his briefcase down in the foyer. Cyrus had a nice place, and this front area was where he greeted his clients so it was formal and tidy. “Alain?” He called out as he made his way down the hall. “It’s Isaac. Master Cyrus said you’d be expecting me.”

      The young man came out, expression more than a bit worried. “Dr. Isaac! La, did you hear? Poor Master Cyrus, losing that poor man.”

      “I know. He’ll be okay though; he’s going where he needs to be. You look good, Alain.” Worried, sure, but stronger.

      “Thank you, Sir. Master Cyrus has been a dear man. He’s taught me a lot, yessir. I’ve been working on finding a job, something good so I ain’t leaning all the time on the good men in my life.”

      “That’s admirable. Do you think you want to wait tables again?” New York restaurants were loud and full of people, and he wondered if Alain was ready for that after everything he’d been through.

      “No, Sir. I was thinking about cooking. I make some good southern food, me. Gumbo, jambalaya, shrimps, muffuletta—I know it all.” There was a confidence in the boy now, a tentative happiness that was new and appealing.

      “That sounds great. I remember Peter told me you liked to cook. You should cook for me sometime, I’d love that.” Okay, now for the hard part. “Did Master Cyrus explain what was going on? I need you to pack a bag so you can stay with me for a little while.”

      “He did, yeah. He said he didn’t think I was ready for a weekend all alone.”

      Poor kid. “He cares about you. He just wants to make sure you’re looked after, because that’s what a Dom does, right?” He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t looking forward to a little full-time Dom life for a few days.

      “Yes, Sir, and I’m grateful that you both care about me. Thank you ever so.” So polite.

      And pretty too, with the sweetest smile he’d ever seen. “It’s my pleasure. Let’s get you packed up.” He put a hand on Alain’s shoulder and steered him toward the guest room Alain had been using.

      The room was simple, but comfortable, with a bed and dresser, a green quilt over a rack. Alain seemed to be living out of a duffel instead of the drawers that Cyrus had provided, and it only took seconds to grab hair- and toothbrush.

      “Neil’s coming for us, bringing his truck. We’ll get you settled at my place. My guest room isn’t this big, but it has a nice view. This is…this is everything?” He’d have to talk with Cyrus when the man returned from Texas.

      “It is. There weren’t much left in the apartment, eh, and Peter dealt with what all was there.” Alain offered him a smile, but it didn’t quite reach the dark eyes. “Are you hungry? I can cook you something…”

      Right. Alain and Peter’s apartment had been ransacked after Alain was assaulted at that club. Neil had told him all about it. What an awful thing. It had to make everything feel so much worse. “Thank you, boy, but it’s late. I think we should get you settled in so you can rest. I’ll take you up on that tomorrow night though, how does that sound?”

      “Whatever you need, Sir. I’ll be good as Granny’s couche-couche, hmm?”

      He chuckled as he nodded. “I have no idea what that is, but it sounds dirty.” He assumed it wasn’t, but man… Alain literally spoke another language.

      “Yummy, more. Although, it’s good for a lazy breakfast after getting it on, eh?”

      “That sounds like a good morning to me.” Good Lord. The way Alain said “getting it on” was the next best thing to the actual act. How did Cyrus live with this delicious boy without losing his mind?

      “A la! I hear that. Master Cyrus don’t have no sexy times. He ain’t into me one bit, but he’s been so dear, and me? I learned all the things, I swear.”

      “Master Cyrus is a good man.” A good man with blue balls apparently. “Once you learn things, then you have to go out and use them though. Right? I’m interested in hearing about what you’ve learned.”

      A submissive’s work was Cyrus’s specialty, and that meant addressing someone’s whole self. Helping them figure out what they needed and then giving it to them.

      The buzzer went off in the hall.

      “Oh, that’ll be Neil. Are you almost ready?” He hurried down the hall to tell the doorman to let Neil up.

      “Yes, Sir. You want to meet him down there?” Alain looked so little carrying that big duffel.

      He looked little because he was little. He was like half of Neil. “That’s a good idea.” He hit the intercom. “Ask Neil to wait, please. We’ll be right down.”

      So there, Neil. He thought smugly as they got in the elevator. I didn’t scare him or make him cry.

      The big, buff blond waited at the bottom of the elevator. “Hey, y’all. Lord, give me that duffel, kiddo. You’re gonna collapse under the weight.”

      He’d known Neil would offer to get Alain’s bag, which was why he hadn’t. “Hi.” It was tempting to kiss Neil’s cheek, but things with Neil were…complicated right now. Hell, Neil was complicated all the time. With Alain here, Isaac wasn’t even sure which Neil he was dealing with. The switch was really good at walking that middle line.

      Sometimes they were friends, sometimes Dom and sub, sometimes one or the other with wild benefits. But he wasn’t everything Neil needed. That just wasn’t possible.

      So, no kiss. Just a smile. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Any time.” Neil didn’t look at him, just took the bag, and when Alain gasped, Isaac was totally surprised.

      “Lord have mercy, what happened to you, Jole Blon?”

      “Fistfight. I won.”

      “Sure you did. You come from Texas.”

      Won…and lost a week of work without pay. He wasn’t sure he’d call that winning. “Let me see, Neil.”

      “It’s no big deal, Doc…”

      Oh. Doc. That meant stitches.

      “Fine. Take us home. I’ll look at it later.” He didn’t want to argue in front of Alain. Now that he knew Neil was hurt, he didn’t want to argue at all; in fact, he wanted Neil to answer his questions with “Yes, Sir.” But that was going to have to wait until Alain was tucked in. “Car?”

      “Right here.” The big SUV was an extravagance, but Neil used it for work with the Special Victims Division, and at times like these, it came in handy.

      They got Alain settled in the back seat and headed home. “Are you okay? Did you start it?”

      “Seven stitches. He deserved it, and I’d do it again.” Neil’s lip curled. “I hate dirty cops.”

      He sighed. “Neil. You can’t save the whole world by yourself.” How many times had he said that?

      “You gon’ have a neat scar, Officer,” Alain murmured.

      “I can try, though. I can sure as shit try.”

      He rested a hand on Neil’s thigh and let it be. It was too soon; Neil was still too angry. “Alain’s right. You’re going to have a fancy Frankenstein scar.”

      “You’ll check the stitches and make sure they’re right. You always do.” Neil’s huge, bruised hand covered his.

      “I will.” I’ll take care of you. “Alain’s offered to make dinner tomorrow night. I hope you’ll join us.”

      “Sure. I got no plans but watching TV in my apartment for a week. Whatcha cookin’, Cajun?”

      “Couche-couche first, then whatever Mister Doctor Sir asks for.”

      “Yeah? I ain’t had Cajun breakfast in ten hundred years.” Neil chuckled softly. “I don’t know that Doc has cornmeal or a cast iron skillet, kiddo.”

      “Well, that might be the first thing we do tomorrow. Shopping. What do you think, boy? Are you ready to try some food shopping?” He thought maybe he had cast iron, but Neil did all the cooking in his kitchen, so he’d know better.

      “Oh, yes, Sir. I know groceries. I can fix you all whatever.”

      “I’ll leave the menu to you, boy.” Alain seemed happy to be going out. That was good. So tonight he’d deal with Neil, and tomorrow the boys would have a nice day. He glanced at Neil. “You know where to park.”

      “I do. It’s almost like I’ve been here once before.” Someone was pushing hard, daring him to take control and give Neil what he needed.

      “Then you know what to expect,” he replied. He didn’t snap, but his tone was a bit curt. Dry. Don’t test me in front of Alain, boy. Had he known Neil was going to be a handful, he might have handled his evening differently. But here they were, and he would deal it. He refused to let Neil ruffle his feathers while Alain was watching.

      “I do.” Neil chuckled softly and parked the SUV. “I swear, my head’s so big I’m going to explode with a terrifying kaboom.”

      “I’ll have a look at it. You get some ice and some Tylenol when we get inside, please.” He got out of the cop-mobile, grateful for his long legs, and opened the door for Alain, who climbed down like he was scaling Mount Kilimanjaro.

      Neil stepped out and went around to pull out Alain’s duffel, hauling it up on his shoulder.

      It was strange to be more concerned about Neil than Alain at the moment. Alain had recovered well from his assault physically, and it seemed like time with Cyrus had really helped him emotionally too. He and Neil had had long discussions themselves at the time to get past their own anger that someone could try to claim to be in their community and abuse a boy so terribly. Neil had saved the world then too and put the men responsible behind bars.

      He’d never asked what condition those assholes had been in when they arrived at the station. He really hadn’t needed to.

      “Alain, the guest room is here.” He stopped in the hall. “It’s pretty small. There are sheets in that chest against the back wall.”

      “It’s perfect, Mister Doctor. Thank you for letting me stay. I surely appreciate you.” God, that voice was sweet, lilting, and Isaac liked the way it reminded him of music.

      “I’m glad to have you. It will be good to catch-up.” He stepped aside to let Neil put the duffel down on the bed, then caught his sometimes sub by the arm. “Tylenol. Ice. Did you eat?”

      “Not since last night. Spaghetti.” Neil let him look, the stitches starting near his eye and leading across his temple, the gunpowder stippling obvious.

      Someone had shot at Neil, at close range.

      He swallowed hard against the sick feeling in his stomach and caught Neil by the nape, finding the hazel eyes and looking into them. He didn’t hide his frown or his worry and tried to say something, anything. He couldn’t find the right words, and gave up, pulling Neil into a tight hug.

      Neil trembled in his arms, arms wrapping around to hold him tight, and that spoke volumes, those heavily muscled arms keeping him close.

      “Jesus, Neil.” He told himself he was allowed to be upset for a minute. That gunpowder was fucking terrifying, and he couldn’t pretend it wasn’t. “I’ve got you. You’re okay now.”

      Alain was doing his best to look invisible, sitting on the end of the bed with his nose in some magazine Isaac had obviously left there. Such a good boy. He wondered if he should ask Alain to throw something together for Neil after all.

      “Let me stay a minute?” Neil whispered, the sound so very soft. “Please, Sir?”

      “You’re staying the night, boy. I insist.” That was that. Neil had been clear, finally, so the rest was up to him. “Alain, could I trouble you to make something easy on the stomach for Neil, please? Just help yourself to my kitchen.”

      “Yes, Sir!” Alain’s face lit up. “I’m on it. Poor chou. That looks like it hurt.”

      “I’m okay, kiddo. Don’t you worry.”

      “I’ll cook. You’ll be so good. You see.” Alain grinned at them both and slipped past them into the hall.

      “The kitchen is at the far end.”

      Alain nodded and hurried down the hall.

      Isaac let Neil go but kept hold of one hand. “Let’s sit. I want to know what happened.”
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      Lord have mercy, Alain Remy Broussard thought his life had slip-slid from one bit of crazy to another. From a little shotgun in Houma, playing with gris-gris bags and learning how to cook and paint from his granny to traveling around the country with a band of performance artists to landing here.

      Here in the Big Apple.

      Here in this apartment with two men that he knew because they’d saved him, along with Master Cyrus and Brandon and his best bud, Peter.

      Here in this kitchen with just about nothing that worked as food, god help him.

      Alain had finally managed to make a workable rice pudding—complete with fat, plump raisins and a dollop of cinnamon as a lagniappe. Easy on the belly, the Mister Doctor Sir had said.

      Fine fucking man. Alain thought he could just kneel down and worship, in the best ways.

      But first, food for the hurtin’ one, the chou.

      That was the biggest thing.

      “Are you doing okay? Neil needs some water. Man, what a day.” The doc stopped short and looked around. “It smells great in here.”

      Water. He’d seen a fancy-assed pitcher in the fridge. He could do that. “Rice pudding. You want some too? It’s easy on the belly, yeah?”

      “I’ll have a little bit. Thank you. I appreciate this; I didn’t bring you here to put you to work.”

      “La, this ain’t working. This is feeding.” This was showing care for ones that showed care for you.

      Doctor Sir went to the fridge and took out the water and filled a glass. “It’s appreciated. Neil needs some comfort food, so thank you.” Once the water was back in the fridge, Doc looked at him like he was thinking hard. “We should talk about your needs while you’re here after we eat. What your routine has been with Master Cyrus, so I can…try to fill that role for you.”

      Wasn’t that dear as all get out? “If you want. I’m glad not to be on my all alones, huh? That’s a blessing.”

      He got a nod. “You’re a good boy, Alain. So sweet, so positive. It makes me happy to have you around. I’m going to enjoy your company, I know it.”

      Oh, didn’t that make him feel melty as ice cream in August. “Thank you, Mister Doctor Sir. I ’preciate that.”

      “That’s quite a title you have for me, boy. You can just call me, Sir. That’ll do fine.” Doc gave his shoulder a squeeze, then that hand slid down his back.

      Oo-ee! Didn’t that give him the shivers! He sucked in a lungful of air, his belly going tight.

      “Good boy,” Doc whispered, then took a step away. “I’ll…uh. We can eat in the living room. Just be comfy. If you need help bringing anything out, let me know, I’m going to…get this water to Neil.” Doc hesitated just a second, then turned to leave. “Yep. Thanks.”

      “Yes, Sir.” Oh, pretty pretty. He could just lick that pretty body all over. All. Over.

      He fixed three bowls of pudding, found three spoons, and then went to figure out where the Doc and Chou were.

      He found them cuddled on the sofa, looking comfy as could be. Officer Neil was leaning against Doc, and he patted the little empty spot on the couch for him to come sit.

      “Mmm.” Neil hummed as he got closer.

      “See? What did I tell you? It smells amazing, right?” Doc smiled at him.

      “It smells warm and sweet and yummy. Is that cinnamon?”

      Lawd, the officer was into Doc like whoa. “Oui, Chou. It’s good for what’s wrong with you.”

      “Eat up, boy. You need the calories, whether you think you’re hungry or not.” Doc took a bowl and let him hand one over to Chou. “Thank you, Alain. Have a seat. It’s close but there’s room.”

      Now…how interesting was that? This was Doc’s boo? Chou sure didn’t seem like it, but maybe… “Yes, Sir. I hope y’all like it.”

      “Master Cyrus was very discreet about your recovery, but he talks a lot about your cooking.” Doc took a taste, humming. “Mm. Oh, Neil, you’re going to love it. Thank you, Alain. It’s delicious.” Doc proved his words by taking another big bite.

      That felt so good inside him, yes it did. It felt like heaven.

      Neil ate quietly, but he was eating, yes sir. He didn’t have a lot, but he had this. He could do this.

      “So what are you into, Alain? Other than cooking, I mean, which is enough but…aren’t you an artist too?”

      “Yessir. I do performance art, and I paint some. Nothing fancy, but folks buy them sometimes.” He liked to paint things that reminded him of home but looked more like here.

      “This is real good, kiddo. Real good. Thanks.”

      “Anytime, Chou.”

      Doc was petting on Neil, touching his arms and shoulders, nuzzling his hair. “It’s pretty comforting I think, don’t you? Is it sitting in your stomach okay?”

      “Yes, Sir. This is…it’s delicious. Perfect.”

      Alain beamed. He did like to hear that.

      “So, Alain. Tell me what has been the best part of staying with Master Cyrus?”

      The rules. He didn’t have to worry about what to do, he didn’t have to stress things, he just followed the rules and Master Cyrus was pleased. “He’s been very kind and generous. I enjoy his company.”

      Doc chuckled. “He is both of those things.”

      “You’re going to have to ask better questions, Sir.”

      “No kidding. He’s worse than you are.”

      “Sir wants to know about your work with Master Cyrus. What are your rules? The important ones. We’ll need to know that.”

      “We.” Doc chuckled again. “I heard that.”

      Okay, that was confusing, and he was going to have to figure things out some, him. “I have chores. No cussing. No saying mean things about myself. Used to I had to say no to lots of stuff, to prove I knew how, but that’s better.”

      Doc nodded slowly. “Simple enough. Knowing how to say no can be hard, for lots of reasons. It’s about respecting yourself, your time, your body…you have to know how to love yourself to say no.”

      Alain nodded, because he knew he was supposed to, but honestly, he knew better. Self-love was supposed to be a sin, and he hadn’t reckoned that in his soul.

      Doc squinted at him, but the doubtful look turned to a wink and a smile. “I’ll come up with enough chores to keep you busy.”

      “Yes, Sir.” He really needed to put his head down and get himself a place with a couple three or twelve roommates soon so that Master Cyrus didn’t have to stress on him no more.

      “Does Master Cyrus have a bedtime routine for you? Or even a bedtime?”

      “I go to my room at eight or nine so he got him some privacy after we have talks and stuff, and I just keep it down with my tablet.” He was working hard at his art and his GED, but no one needed to know about that.

      “Nine sounds good to me too.”

      Chou sat up a little, watching him. “What did you and Master Cyrus talk about before bed last night?”

      “Hrm…” He frowned. He’d made dirty rice, and then they’d had tea together. He’d sat on the floor and they’d talked about the difference between pain and hurting. “We talked about… I—is that like talking out the side of my mouth, Chou? I mean, I won’t disrespect him none and it was…about—” Lord, Alain, don’t you know another word for fucking that ain’t fucking? “—intimate stuff.”

      Go him!

      “Sex.” Sure, Doc had a word for it. “If he told you something in confidence, then you shouldn’t tell me. That would be disrespectful, right? But if you have something on your mind you can always come to me.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know how to know.” Alain grinned and shook his head. “But for two guys that ain’t having it, we chat on it and things around it a whole lot.”

      Chou cracked up, just gorgeous, huge belly laughs.

      Doc shook his head and rolled his eyes. “That sounds just like Cyrus. I mean…that’s…wow.”

      “It is. Wow. It’s…the least hot thing ever.” He blinked at himself and clapped his hand over his mouth.

      Doc laughed that time, and Chou just kept right on going. “Sorry… I just…sorry!” The two of them were giggling like fools.

      Alain started to giggle too, the sound pushing out of his fingers and making fart noises, which made everything worse.

      “The thing is,” Doc started to say but had to stop for a breath. “The thing is, Cyrus can be hot, am I right? Is hot, I mean. So…”

      “He says that sometimes there’s chemistry, sometimes there’s not. But we’re bon amis, and he’s good to me. He teaches me so much.” Now Doc? Blistering. Chou? Like a jungle gym to play on.

      “I’m sure. This is what he does—he’s part therapist, part professional Dom. And it’s good to have a friend.”

      Chou set his empty bowl down on the table. “Personally, I prefer talk about sex to be sexy.”

      Doc snorted. “That’s because you have a one-track mind. No sexy talk tonight; everyone’s tired.”

      “Still…” Chou winked at the Doc, then winced as that face moved. “Thank you for inviting me to stay, Sir.”

      Doc kissed the top of Chou’s head. “I’ve got your back, boy. Always.”

      More than that, he thought. He’d had seen what passed between them—that hug, the things they didn’t say written on their faces.

      It was a good thing, a fine connection, and he would respect that.

      Mostly.

      He might rub off to the thought.

      “All right, boys. Clean up please, and then we’ll get Alain settled in his room.” Boys meant him and Chou too? “Go on.”

      “I c’n do the dishes. You want for me to save the rest? It’ll warm up nice.”

      Chou sat up and gathered up bowls. “I can show you where the Tupperware is.”

      Doc got up too, one hand gliding over Chou’s shoulders, then giving Alain’s shoulder a squeeze.

      He nodded and took the bowls from Chou. Chou was hurtin’, and not in the fun way. “Come on, you. Sit and keep me comp’ny. You got to be aching bad.”

      They headed for the kitchen. “It hurts, but I’ve been hurt before. Doc knows me; when I get all in my head I need to do something. Think less. Serve more.”

      Think less, serve more. Master Cyrus would say stuff like that. He could serve this fine man, but Chou was serving the doc, no? Should he ask questions? Did they want him to know?

      Prolly not. “Well, I ’preciate y’all letting me stay. I’m still not all the best at being on my lonesome.”

      “Master Cyrus called Master Isaac for you. I’m sure they are doing what they think you need. Master Isaac is super clear with things; he’s easy to work with. And he’s…well, he’s a doctor. He’s kind, he’s careful.” Chou opened a cabinet and pulled out a container. “This should work.”

      “Thank you. So y’all are…” Lovers? Fuckbuddies? Super real good friends?

      “Complicated, kiddo. We’re vastly complicated.” Neil gave him a wicked wink that he felt in his balls. Whoa.

      “No shit. You’re his today, no? But not every day. I can’t figure it, me.” He laughed and put the leftovers away.

      “Folks aren’t always one thing or the other, yeah? Sometimes you need to be flexible.”

      He tilted his head. “You a switch-hitter, are you?”

      “Smart boy.”

      “I know things.” Alain winked over, playing good and hard. “Especially sex things.”

      “Oh yeah?” Chou winked right back. “Sounds like Cyrus missed an opportunity, then.”

      He just kept giggling. “Oh, no. Him? Me? No, no.”

      “No?” Chou chuckled softly. “You don’t want to be over his knee?”

      “Been there. It wasn’t a bit hot, but after I felt like I could breathe.” He’d cried hard, and it had let him yell even, about how fucking evil them men had been.

      “That’s good. Too bad it wasn’t hot though.” Chou leaned closer. “It can be hot.”

      “Chou, I got me no doubt of that.” His mouth watered at the thought, in fact. “None at all.”

      Chou chuckled. “We better get you to your room before Sir starts thinking we’re having too much fun.”

      “God forbid, eh? Jus’ let me finish these dishes up.” He liked Chou. He liked him a lot.

      “Sounds good. See you out there soon.” Chou gave him a smile and patted his shoulder, then left the kitchen.

      Lord have mercy. A Dommy doctor, a Texan cop with a death wish, and a pro-spanky Cajun walk into a bar.

      Ain’t that a bad goddamn joke.
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      Neil knew that Isaac was going to make sure that he understood that he was supposed to call when he got shot. Or nearly got shot.

      He could almost hear the lecture.

      He was looking forward to it, even, because then he could just let the worry flow over him.

      It might be coming, but that wasn’t how it started. Once Alain was settled, Isaac pulled him to the bedroom, closed the door, and spent a quiet minute with him, forehead to forehead, just breathing. “You scare the fuck out of me.”

      He filled his lungs with Isaac-flavored air. “Yeah. I scare the fuck out of me too.”

      Isaac puffed out a breath and paced away. “Go kneel on your cushion.” His cushion was kind of like a time-out chair; when he got sent there he knew he was going to be there a while.

      “Yes, Sir.” He knew this spot—it was comfortable, solid. Safe. It’s safe. It’s safe here.

      Isaac paced past him a couple of times. “What happened? And don’t give me the official story. I want yours.”

      “Barnette is dirty. On the take. I can’t prove it yet. I know it, but he’s local, dad and brothers are on the force. I won’t apologize, and I’m not letting it go.” And Neil wasn’t going to let this shit slide. It wasn’t in his makeup.

      “Okay.” Isaac stopped in front of him. “Who have you asked for help?”

      “No one. I’m not putting anyone else in the line of fire. You know that.” He was the outsider there, and he knew it.

      “And…who shot at you?” All the questions first without so much as a hint at what Isaac was thinking.

      “It was a misfire on the books. Bullet grazed me, hit the concrete wall beside me.” He knew that wasn’t an answer, but he was going to try to get away with it.

      Isaac growled, the first sign of how he was taking all of this. “I don’t give a shit about the books, boy. Who fucking shot at you?”

      “His brother. Beat cop.” He refused to drop his eyes.

      Isaac stood his ground, too, and stared right back. This time his tone was quieter, serious and even. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “I needed to calm down.” He wouldn’t come to Isaac when he was on the edge of the cliff. That wasn’t safe. “And we haven’t…been in each other’s pockets lately.”

      “If you get shot, and someone is stitching you up, you call me. That’s the rule, Neil. It’s pretty much our only rule. This is…” Isaac sighed and paced away. “Damn it, Neil. You know how I feel about you. I’m not in your pocket because…because I’m not enough for you, and I’m trying to—I understand. If I’m…if we’re together all the time
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