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When British drug lord Gareth “Hairy” Carey stakes out territory in his jurisdiction, openly gay police officer Rick Miles is determined to use the opportunity to prove his worth to prejudiced colleagues. With no backup but his partner Graciela Cruz, Rick goes undercover without official sanction and wins a spot in Carey’s gang using his good looks and sheer bravado.

Now Rick is in the tank with the sharks, but this isn’t his first cruise. He’s prepared to deal with the vicious drug traffickers. What he isn’t prepared for is Billy Rose, Carey’s astonishingly handsome spoiled brat paramour. Billy is sexy and smart, and he delights in seducing dangerous men—men like the one Rick is pretending to be. Thrown together when Carey orders the new soldier to squire Billy around town, Rick finds himself fighting a strong attraction to the sharp-tongued toy boy.

Juggling the dangerous distraction and maintaining a credible cover, Rick is thrown off-balance by a sequence of disastrous events, and as he scrambles to keep his footing, the havoc accelerates before he can call in backup. Marooned in a realm of sly deception, immediate reprisal, and sudden violence, he’s forced to act against the dictates of his conscience to stay alive when a single misstep could mean death.
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When half-Korean sci-fi/fantasy gamer nerd Cyrus Gae goes out clubbing, he’s not expecting to be bitten by a vampire. Not in Florida, the land of sunshine and Mickey Mouse. He’s not exactly averse to being a creature of the night, but he’s righteously pissed off about the vampire’s cavalier eat-and-run attitude. Determined to track down Troy, the bloodsucker who turned him, Cyrus takes the name Vlad and begins a search that will take him to leather bars, vampire dens, and cyber cafés.

As Cyrus hunts the elusive vampire, he meets Logon, the hipster/geek love of his afterlife; Vinnie, his Girl Friday the 13th; and even an intersexual voodoo queen, while learning that being a supernatural badass isn’t quite what he imagined. In fact, hardly anything is what it seems, and Vlad finds himself in the middle of an intrigue involving Florida’s master vampire—who isn’t thrilled about Vlad’s sudden appearance in his domain. With powerful forces aligning against Vlad, he’ll have no choice but to become the hero he never wanted to be if he wants to keep his beloved Logon safe.
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The Randwick family is as noble as any but lives in greatly reduced circumstances. When Loel Woodbine, Duke of Marche and heir to three fortunes, makes an offer for Miss Valeria Randwick’s hand, it seems like a godsend, but the young lady has already promised her heart to another—and a commoner, at that.

Desperate to avoid the marriage, Valeria concocts a wild scheme that depends upon the good graces of her monastery-raised brother, Valentine. When the prospective groom sees through the ruse, he surprises Valentine by agreeing to cooperate. But can Marche and Valentine fool London society while dealing with an accusation of murder and the distracting fascination between them?
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Victor Thorogood is a senior agent for Paladin, a security company that provides discreet protection for elite clients. When he’s assigned with his partner and best friend Brendan Borden to guard Prince Arkadio of Tramontaigne, he doesn’t expect to like the spoiled aristocrat and is proven a true prophet. But the young prince reveals the steel under his silken exterior during an abduction attempt, compelling Victor to develop an unlikely respect for him. As the two men are forced to rely on one another for survival, admiration warms into an emotion Victor was afraid he’d never feel.



 

Forbidden Flower 

(as Toki)

 

Lioqi and Vaedo have been friends—and sometime lovers—since meeting six years ago at an induction ceremony for imperial army recruits. Now guards at the royal palace, Vaedo is the first to notice the beauty of the emperor’s new concubine, but it is Lioqi who puts their lives in peril in an act of thoughtless bravery. Though Sanui has been trained since birth to please other men, it seems a great injustice to the concubine that a man should die for a good deed. But are honor, loyalty, or even love enough to stand against the emperor’s unbreakable law?
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To J.M. McLaughlin

Thank you for everything.

 

 

 



 

 

 

~ Chapter One ~

 

 

RICK’S EX-WIFE had often told him that he had some sweet moves, and he used all of them now to impress his audience. With a swagger that said he owned every inch of ground under his boots, Rick strutted across the nighttime city street to the Diesel Den. His leather jeans fit without a wrinkle, hugging his every nook and cranny, displaying his well-packed crotch in a blatant invitation to sin. A leather vest bared his broad, golden-furred chest, sculpted abs, and flat belly. With one pierced ear and a carefully chosen bandanna hanging from his hip pocket, Rick was a walking mating call for a particular breed of male.

The exact species, in fact, that inhabited the Diesel Den. The bar near the Greyhound station was a notorious hangout for the leather crowd, men who liked their sex with a rougher edge, who spoke of their love lives in code: B/D, S&M, Dom/Sub, etc. Rick knew he would find what he sought here and, wielding attitude like a sword and shield, he sauntered through the door as if the bouncer didn’t exist. Only lost tourists stopped in foyers to gawk; Rick kept moving as if he walked in here every night at the same time. He took in the scene without being obvious about it: a long bar to his left, open space directly in front of him, and a smaller bar in the back right corner with a scattering of tables around a minuscule dance floor.

Rick glanced to his left as he headed for the front bar and spotted the short hallway that led to the restrooms. He saw a public phone and two doors marked Men and He-Men that preceded a larger door with an exit sign glowing red above it. Having memorized the topography and possible emergency exits, Rick signaled the bartender. The shaven-headed man brought Rick’s beer and accepted his money without any drama. Taking a long swallow from the bottle, Rick turned his back on the bar and leaned against it. Now he had a perfect view of the place, and it didn’t take long to spot his quarry. This was definitely the man Rick wanted, but the prey wasn’t alone.

Rick stole surreptitious looks at the two bruisers flanking his target. Heavy musculature embellished with tattoos strained the fabric of their plain white T-shirts and well-worn Levis. Their hair was cut close to the scalp and their piercings would have set off a metal detector even without the handguns carried openly in shoulder holsters. Deciding the pair was no more intimidating than your average brace of attack-trained Rottweilers, Rick pushed away from the bar and paraded across the floor. Stopping in front of the back booth, he finished his beer in one long swallow and set the bottle on the table. The two large men got to their feet and loomed over Rick.

In contrast to the bodyguards, the man that remained seated wore a charcoal suit over a crisp white shirt and striped tie that would have made him presentable in the House of Lords. Like royalty granting an audience, the sharp-dressed guy deigned to look at the intruder and the illusion of urbanity was shattered. He might be wearing Savile Row’s finest, but no trappings, no matter how elegant or well tailored could disguise the powerful frame of a street brawler. Rick gazed calmly back and let the man study him. He wasn’t vain, but he’d been told that he was handsome often enough that he finally believed it. The gel-spiked hair wasn’t his normal style and he rarely wore an earring these days, but he had dressed to attract the notice of a certain type of man. So far, it seemed to be working just fine.

Gareth Carey, known as “Hairy Carey” behind his back, stared at Rick in cold appraisal. At any moment, he could have the trespasser thrown out onto the street, but the brash golden stud intrigued him enough to stay his hand for now. His chilly eyes flicked toward his soldiers, Levere and Epiphano, in a subtle signal. Aside from sheer muscle mass and unchecked aggression, what set Gareth’s men apart was their sexual orientation. The self-styled crime lord preferred to hire only gay men. It wasn’t because he was gay; he still wasn’t quite sure which category he fit into, but he believed homosexuals were less easy to tempt into disloyalty. He was probably fooling himself, but it brought him some badly needed peace of mind.

“What are you looking for, mate?” Gareth’s British-accented voice was as smooth and rich as hot fudge. “Lost your top?”

Rick’s easy smile betrayed none of his nervousness. “You like to get right to the bottom of things, don’t you?”

“Cheeky,” Gareth said without a smile. “But you’re stalling, Blondie.”

It was at about this point that Rick had planned to piss Gareth off and make hamburger out of his bodyguards, thus proving Rick’s worthiness to replace one of them. He noted the relative positions of the thugs, his muscles tensing in preparation for a fight, but before he could crudely suggest that Levere and Epiphano’s duties included bending over for their boss, he was interrupted. The most beautiful man Rick had ever seen stormed up to the table and slid into the booth next to Gareth. Gareth pulled the pouting newcomer closer with an arm around his shoulders, but his gaze never left Rick.

“Maybe it’s not a good time to talk business,” Rick said, as Gareth’s big hand settled on the newcomer’s midsection.

A good two inches of fawn skin showed between the hem of the young man’s tight red T-shirt and slim-cut black pants. Gareth’s fingers spread across the dimpled belly button, the beginning of a dark treasure trail and a tribal style tattoo that led the eye downward. Rick quickly dragged his gaze back up to meet Gareth’s and the other man’s lips drew back in something that looked like a grin. Rick saw it for what it really was: an alpha male baring his fangs at a rival, establishing his territory. Rick smiled back in his best aw-shucks manner.

“Sorry if I was staring,” he said. “But, shit, that’s the prettiest guy I’ve ever seen.”

“Billy,” Gareth prompted. “That was a compliment.”

“I hate Eddie Vane,” Billy said loudly.

Gareth’s eyebrows rose at the non sequitur. “What has our bartender done to earn your wrath, my red angel?”

“He won’t serve me. He says I’ve had enough to drink for tonight.”

Rick agreed with the bartender. Billy had definitely had enough to drink. The kid’s big dark eyes were slow to focus and his posture had the boneless quality peculiar to career drunks and drowsing felines.

“I think Eddie Vane is right, tiger kitten,” Gareth said. “Why don’t you take a break?”

“Of course, Eddie Vane is right,” Billy said, sitting up straight. “Eddie Vane is never wrong. That’s not the point. Don’t you get it? He refused to serve me and I’m with you. Everyone knows I’m with you; you made such a point of it. Is a light coming on in your brain yet?”

Gareth’s gaze flicked up to his bodyguards again. “By refusing to serve you, Eddie Vane is disrespecting me. Is that your point, my damaged doll?”

“Well…duh,” the young man responded. “Are you going to kill him?”

“I’m not really sure Eddie deserves to die,” Gareth said. “Suppose I have him fired?”

“Fine,” Billy said. “Whatever. If that’s what your pride is worth, by all means have him fired.”

“Baby,” Gareth said reasonably. “You love Eddie Vane.”

Billy sighed dramatically. “Again, you’re missing the point.”

Gareth gestured to Levere. “Tell Eddie he’s fired. Give him the usual bonus and get Paul to come up front and tend bar. And for fuck’s sake, get Billy a drink.”

Levere moved off after shooting a final glare at Rick, and Billy appeared to notice the stranger for the first time.

“Who’s this guy?”

“Rick Miller,” Rick said. “I’m looking for work.”

“Is that so? What do you do?”

“I keep bad things from happening to naughty little boys.”

Billy turned to Gareth. “I like him. You should hire him.”

“So you’d say he’s got good qualifications, would you?” Gareth asked.

Billy gave Rick a hot-eyed look from under his unruly bangs. “He’s the shit,” the young man said.

“Well, Rick,” Gareth said. “If you’re willing to pass an audition and a background check, I would say your prospects are good. I like your references.”

“You shouldn’t try to be clever, Gareth,” Billy remarked. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“Lambie,” Gareth said, taking Billy’s chin in his hand. “Let’s not get personal.”

Billy sobered before Rick’s eyes, and fastened his earnest gaze on Gareth.

“Sorry, Gareth. That was thoughtless of me,” Billy said contritely.

“You’ve got fire, Billy,” Gareth said. “And I love it, but I don’t like getting my whiskers singed in public.”

“Public?” Billy laughed, pulling away. “Rick’s practically family.”

Gareth caught the young man’s wrist as Billy slid out of the booth. “Where are you going, my bar butterfly?”

Billy laughed again and shook a finger in Gareth’s face. “I promised this dance to someone else,” he said.

Gareth let Billy go and watched the lithe figure sway onto the dance floor. Rick was careful to be looking elsewhere when Gareth’s attention returned to him.

“Rick,” Gareth said. “Do you know where I live?”

“Of course I do. I’ve planned this meeting for weeks,” Rick said truthfully.

“I thought as much. You get points for balls. Be at my house tomorrow at eleven. We’ll have breakfast, and talk, and then you can show me what you’ve got.”

“Breakfast at eleven?”

“Call it brunch if you like, but Billy doesn’t like to wake up early, and I like to do the waking, if you know what I mean.”

“Can’t say as I do, Mr. Carey,” Rick answered. “Maybe someday I’ll have the pleasure.”

Gareth scowled. “Billy may like your cheek, but I don’t. And don’t call me Mr. Carey; call me Gareth.”

“Gareth,” Rick repeated. “Got it. I’ll see you tomorrow, Gareth.”

“Stay and enjoy yourself,” Gareth offered. “You’ll never pay for another drink in here.”

“Or you’ll fire the bartender,” Rick couldn’t help saying.

Gareth sat back, laying his arms along the top of the booth. “In a couple of days, Eddie Vane will be behind the bar again and Billy will pretend it never happened. Meanwhile, I’ve had to shell out a five-hundred-dollar bribe so my best bartender can enjoy some unexpected days off and my boyfriend will be sweet to me.”

“Is it worth it?” Rick asked curiously, as Levere returned.

Gareth considered for a moment. “Yeah. It is.”

Rick nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll say good night, then; I’ll need my rest for tomorrow.”

Rick walked out of the Den without looking back at the booth. He caught a glimpse of Billy dancing with another supple young thing almost as pretty as he was. Rick ignored the hot pulse of lust that turned his deprived loins to lava. Nothing could come of it, and anyway, it was just two young men dancing. Just two beautiful, graceful, obviously aroused young men sliding and bumping against each other to the driving beat. Rick resolutely pushed the enticing image from his head and stepped out the door. He’d reached the end of the block when he noticed the car following him. Turning down the next side street, he slowed his pace. The car that was tailing drew alongside and stopped and the passenger door swung open. Rick got in.

“Howdy, partner,” Officer Frederick “Rick” Miles said, as he buckled his seat belt. “Care to congratulate a man who’s about to be employed?”

Rick’s partner squealed and then turned it into an awkward cough. “That’s fantastic, hermano. I never doubted you, of course. In fact, I defended you to….”

“Save it, Gracie,” Rick said. “Once Marcial vouches for us, we’re in up to our knees.”

Sergeant Graciela Cruz grinned at her partner in unbridled glee. “I can’t believe you knew High-Tone Marcial when he was in juvie, but it sure comes in handy now. Tonio must owe you big to do you this kind of favor. If his fellow dealers found out, ay, eso chingado; he’d be pretty fucked, hombre.”

“Then we’ll make sure they don’t find out. Anyway, Tonio wouldn’t mind if Carey went away on a more or less permanent basis.”

“No es mierda! We’ll show that Limey cabron he can’t just set up shop on our side of the Atlantic. We’ll take him down proper. Then they’ll stop laughing at us.”

“They laugh at us?” Rick asked with exaggerated innocence. “Who?”

“Stop playin’ with me, Miles,” Graciela said. “The whole precinct laughs at us. A Latina and a homo? Are you kidding? They call us Beanie and Weenie.”

“I really don’t see how that could be construed as offensive, Officer Cruz,” Rick began, before she put a hand over his mouth.

“Just tell me how it went,” she said. “Man, I still can’t believe you waltzed in there without a wire and only me for backup.”

“We’ve discussed all that, Gracie. We need to keep this simple, and it’s over now anyway.”

“No way, hombre,” Graciela said. “It’s just starting. So is Hairy Carey as sexy close up as he is through a long lens?”

“He’s sexy as all hell,” Rick said. “And mean as a snake.”

“Yummy,” Graciela said. “My favorite flavor. But go on.”

“Everything went almost exactly the way you thought it would,” Rick said. “It was a good plan, Gracie.”

“Thank you,” she took an awkward bow from behind the steering wheel.

“There was just one thing we hadn’t counted on. Somehow we missed the fact that Mr. Gareth Carey already has a boyfriend.”

“Shut up!”

Rick shook his head. “I met him. He ruined my pitch, and then told Carey to hire me.”

“Shut! Up!”

“I’m crapping you negative, chica,” Rick said. “That’s how it went down. This is going to work; the angels are on our side this time. We’ll find out when the next shipment is due and we’ll catch Carey red-handed.”

“And then we call the DEA,” Graciela said.

“You got that right,” Rick said, high-fiving her. “Then and only then do we call the Feds. They had their chance at this asshole in New York; now it’s our turn.”

“The nerve of this tea-suckin’, left-side drivin’, metric-system usin’ Monty comin’ over here with his big stiff upper lip tryin’ to muscle in on our local purveyors of recreational pharmaceuticals. What’s the world comin’ to, esai?” Graciela said.

“You and me, Gracie,” Rick said. “We’ll make a better world, one scumbag at a time.”

“You got that right,” Graciela drawled in imitation of Rick’s laid back California accent. “Let’s go get a beer. Whatta ya say? Cervezas frio at your favorite cop bar?”

“Sure. Just let me change before we hit the Ten Forty-Two,” Rick said.

Graciela snorted. “You’re taking all the fun out of it, pendejo.”

 



 

 

 

~ Chapter Two ~

 

 

“RICK. I’M glad you could come. Please sit down.”

Rick looked down the long terrace at the back of Carey’s mansion. Gareth half-rose from his padded wicker chair and gestured toward another on the other side of the glass-topped table. Rick sat and a brown-skinned woman set a well-laden plate in front of him.

“Gracias, anciana,” Rick said softly, making the old lady smile as she retreated.

Gareth looked curiously at Rick. “You speak Spanish,” the Brit said.

“It’s a good idea to learn some if you intend to live in SoCal,” Rick said.

“Southern California,” Gareth translated. “I’ve learned that one. Well, go ahead and tuck in if you’re hungry.”

Rick picked up a piece of cantaloupe. “I don’t see any guards,” he said. “Do you feel that secure here?”

Gareth nodded. “Once you’re officially hired, you’ll get the tour of the facilities and see all of the wonderful people and machines that keep the world out there at a comfortable remove. Right now, I want to have some breakfast and a small chat. Coffee?”

“The orange juice is fine,” Rick said, looking around. “Very nice place you have, by the way.”

Both men looked down from the patio at the sweeping grounds bordered by a high wall. A large deck below the terrace encircled a pool that gleamed like the world’s largest piece of turquoise. A tanned body knifed through the sparkling water, turned at the wall, and swam resolutely back toward the other end. Epiphano stood at the edge looking like a bronze statue of an athlete from the first Olympic Games, if you ignored the Speedo. Rick glanced aside at his potential boss, but Gareth’s gaze was fastened on the pool as Epiphano reached down a hand and hauled the swimmer from the water. The sun sparkled on the droplets that dewed the smooth skin, accenting the long, hard muscles of the trim physique, and Rick recognized Billy. As the young man reached for a towel, he shook the wet from his hair, spraying Epiphano.

“It’s not much, but it’s home,” Gareth said, watching Billy walk up from the lower deck.

“He really is a knockout,” Rick said. “Been together long?”

Gareth turned to look at Rick. “Were you this familiar with your last boss?” he asked sternly, before breaking into a smile. “I’m just taking the piss with you, mate. As long as you’re respectful, you can ask me anything you like. You might not care for the answers you get, but you’re welcome to ask.”

“Have you and Billy been together long, Gareth?” Rick asked.

Gareth’s smile broadened. “Persistent. I like that. No, Billy and I haven’t been together long, though we’ve traveled in the same circles for a while. I imported him rather recently. A little taste of home, if you know what I mean.”

Rick grinned. “Sweet, yet spicy.”

“I can’t stomach sissies,” Gareth said. “And that boy drew blood the first time we kissed.”

“Are you talking about me?” Billy asked, blocking the sun as he stopped in front of the table.

“What else would we be talking about?” Rick asked. “After the show you just put on.”

Billy draped his towel over a chair, but didn’t sit. “If this much skin embarrasses you, I can put more clothes on.”

“It doesn’t embarrass me,” Rick said, eyeing the translucent white micro-thong Billy was almost wearing. “It embarrasses you. Though, I must say, a brown butt is a very nice sight.”

Gareth looked up at his speechless lover like a sailor searches the sky for signs of bad weather. “I think you’ve met your match, my salty crumpet,” Gareth said. “If Rick’s as good with his fists as he is with his tongue, he’s hired on the spot.”

Billy looked down at Gareth through his lush lashes and gave the man a halfhearted pout before abandoning the ploy in mid-expression. Instead, he picked up the pitcher of orange juice and poured a glass. After taking a long swallow, he stared at the drink as if insulted. “I can’t even taste the alcohol,” he said.

“There’s no alcohol in it, tiger kitten.”

“Why not?”

“Try the bar, my lusty lamb, or the liquor cabinet. I’m sure you’ll find something,” Gareth said, smacking Billy’s rock-hard glutes. “Rick and I have some business to finish up.”

“Are you going to make him fight Levere? Or Epiphano?” Billy asked.

“What do you care?”

“I don’t; just wondering which one of your attack dogs is going to the emergency room.”

Gareth looked at Rick, but spoke to Billy. “You have a lot of confidence in someone you only met last night.”

“I’ve seen his sort before,” Billy said. “It’s something in the eyes, something that shines like steel.”

“Go on then, my poetic little fortune-teller, and have your drink,” Gareth said, with an edge of something like steel in his voice. “And don’t go out. I’ll want to see you after we’ve put Rick through his paces.”

Billy’s face went utterly still for a brief second before he turned and walked away. Gareth was looking at Rick and didn’t notice. Rick wasn’t sure he’d seen it himself, it was gone so quickly, but he got the impression that the young man wasn’t exactly thrilled at the prospect of a post-fight visit from his…. Rick wasn’t sure what to call Gareth: lover, sugar daddy, pimp?

“Are you finished eating, Rick?” Gareth asked.

Rick nodded. “I’m ready.”

“Good,” Gareth said.

Rick saw the man’s eyes change and some sixth sense sent him sideways out of his chair, dodging the surprise attack. Scrambling up from the flagstones, he faced Epiphano. Epiphano rose from the wreckage of the table with a crepe stuck to his massive bare chest and met Rick’s charge. Rick hurtled into the muscle man, intending to take him down as quickly as possible. It worked better than he’d hoped. Epiphano put his foot down on a piece of china that skidded out from under him. The big man flew backward and tumbled down the steps with Rick wrapped around him. Locked in an inimical embrace, the two men hit the lower deck and broke apart. Rick rose first and delivered a roundhouse kick to Epiphano’s jaw that sent the big man flying into the water. Gareth came down the stairs behind them, laughing heartily as he applauded.

“Enough,” the Brit said. “You’ve proven that you can take care of yourself.”

“It’s the steely-eyes thing,” Rick said. “My secret weapon.”

Gareth laughed again. “Bloody hell, mate, you’ve got reflexes like I’ve never seen. What a fucking brilliant boxer you’d make. You might be interested in the local bare-knuckle tournaments. Fierce wagering. Bit of cash to be made there.”

“I’ll think about it,” Rick answered, as he warily watched Epiphano climb out of the pool. “Can I assume my references checked out okay?”

“Marcial’s people say you’re un macho, which Billy assures me is the same as a righteous dude and a stand-up guy,” Gareth said. “I’m not certain of all the connotations, but I assume it’s a good thing. I’m sure you’re aware that I’m the new lad in town and that I took this territory from someone else. The turf war is over now, and I need solid people to help me build my empire. You have to decide your own level of commitment.”

“What are you offering me?”

“You can be a soldier like Epiphano, Levere, Macross, and the other lads that do the heavy lifting, or you can be a lieutenant. You’ll have to start as muscle, of course, but I think you’re too smart to spend much more time breaking heads.”

“I’ll think about that, too,” Rick said. “When do I start and how much are you paying me?”

“The money is sweet, and you’ll be living here, so you won’t really have any expenses. How long do you need to make the move?”

“I can be back in the morning, ready to work.”

“We’ll talk actual figures later, but I’m sure you’ll be satisfied with the accommodations and the wage,” Gareth said. “See you for breakfast tomorrow?”

“You got it,” Rick said as he left.

“That didn’t last nearly long enough,” Gareth said to the dripping Epiphano. “Let’s go a couple of rounds, Pete. I’m in the mood to do a little sparring.”

Half an hour later, Gareth walked into Billy’s bedroom. He was sweating and a small cut on his brow bone trickled blood down his left temple. Tearing off his shirt, he used it to mop his armpits before throwing it on the floor. The bathroom door opened, and a naked Billy glared at the intruder.

“I’m busy. Get the hell out of here!”

Gareth’s smile would have made a crocodile nervous. “Not until I get what I came for, you beautiful brat,” he said.

“Get out of my room!” Billy shouted.

“I will,” Gareth assured him as he dropped his trousers. “As soon as I’ve fucked you silly. I might even take the time to fuck you back to your senses.”

“I’m not in the mood right now.” Billy looked defiantly into the eyes of the man stalking purposefully toward him. “If you touch me, I’ll kill you; I swear it.”

“Keep it up, baby; you know I like it when you talk tough,” Gareth said.

“Then you’re really going to love this,” Billy said.

Gareth ducked the punch the young man aimed at his head and wrapped his arms around Billy’s supple frame. Billy writhed like a demon in a pentagram, but the big man held him fast. Pivoting to the right, Gareth pitched them both onto the bed.

“Fuck you, you bastard,” Billy said, bucking under the other man’s weight.

Gareth chuckled as he gathered Billy’s wrists in one large hand. “Make me work for it, my darling devil.”

“Get off me, arsehole!” Billy barked as Carey settled against him.

Gareth pinned one of the young man’s thighs to the mattress with his knee and yanked the other leg over his shoulder. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” Gareth growled as he gazed down at Billy’s manicured crotch.

“Fuck you,” Billy replied.

Gareth nodded as though the young man had agreed with him. With his free hand, he gave his hard cock some finishing touches.

“Don’t,” Billy said as the blunt head touched his opening. “I swear I’ll make you pay if you do this, Gareth.”

Carey shivered and eased forward. The tip of his cock pushed through the opening and slid a few inches into the well-lubricated passage. “Good lad,” he muttered absently in approval.

“Fucking bastard,” Billy groaned.

Gareth moved his hips, working his shaft deeper in small increments.

“Damn you, you son of a bitch! Stop torturing me. Get it over with.”

Gareth thrust, sheathing his length to the hilt, as he stared down into Billy’s furious gaze. “There’s no one else quite like you, tiger kitten,” he said. “I hope you don’t make me do something fatal to you some day. I’d miss you something rotten.”

“Just fuck me if you’re going to, you great ugly brute. You’re killing the mood with all this chat.”

Gareth was hard as granite and felt as though he could cum without moving another centimeter. This fractious lad excited him to a degree he’d not known was possible. No girl or woman, saint or whore, or any of the rent-boys or cellmates he’d played his rough games with, could compare with this insolent, devil may care live wire. Gareth enjoyed the role-playing precisely because he knew Billy wasn’t afraid of him, not even a little.

With no further prelude, Gareth began to thrust, releasing Billy’s hands to take up the young man’s lolling cock. Billy squirmed restlessly, punching and pushing at Gareth’s darkly pelted pectorals as he tried to unseat him. Gareth laughed giddily as he increased the speed and force of his stroke, leaning over Billy to look into the other man’s eyes.

“You… bloody… bas… tard,” Billy panted as Gareth pounded into him.

“Cum for me, baby,” Gareth panted.

Billy blinked at this command as though waking from a trance and a convulsive shudder ran the length of his frame. Gareth groaned deeply as the tight sheath clamped down on his plunging cock. Clutching Billy’s hip with bruising pressure, he worked the young man’s limp shaft with his other hand.

“Fuh-uh-uh-uck… you,” Billy stuttered with the force of Gareth’s thrusts. “I ha-hate you, you fuh-fucker.”

“Oh, hell yes, baby!” Gareth cried hoarsely as he buried his hard shaft in the clenching channel.

Billy squeezed his eyes shut as the big cock pulsed deep inside him. He imagined he could feel the bastard’s seed flowing like venom into his system, becoming part of him, tainting him with the same evil. Despite these distressing thoughts, his smooth face wore a blank expression as his employer sank down to rest against his chest.

“That was absolutely marvelous,” Gareth murmured, nipping lightly at Billy’s neck. “You were bucking so hard that I thought you were going to throw us onto the floor a couple of times.”

“Piss off.”

“The game’s over, dolly boy. You’re not still sore, are you?”

“In quite a few places,” Billy said. “Mind getting off me now?”

Gareth shifted his hips and pulled his wilting shaft free. Rolling onto his side, he scrubbed at his crotch with the top sheet. “You didn’t cum,” he said. “Again. If this continues, I’m going to start taking it personally, crumpet.”

“You had more foreplay than I did,” Billy said, flicking at the dried blood on the side of Gareth’s face.

“Are you going shopping soon?” Gareth asked in a seeming non sequitur.

Billy gave the man a look that plainly asked if he were insane.

“Silly question,” Gareth acknowledged. “While you’re out spending my money, make sure you buy yourself a dildo, whatever type you fancy, and the next time I tell you to be ready for me, I want you to be ready.”

“Whatever you want,” Billy said and changed the subject. “Did you hire that nervy bloke from the bar?”

“Yes, I did. He made Epiphano look like a bumbling fool.”

“I told you so.”

“Yes, you did, you clever sausage,” Gareth said. “I’m very glad I asked Barrow to send someone over to keep me company. Shame he got nicked, but his misfortune is my good luck since I get to keep you.”

“You know something, Gareth? I think you hired Rick just so you can watch him insult me.”

“Now why would I do that?”

“Because you revel in conflict and violence, you walking vat of testosterone.”

“Oh yes, that’s right,” Gareth smirked as he sat up and began pulling on his trousers. “Listen, I have to meet with some blokes; business, you understand. I have to be there in person, but afterward, I could come back here and we could have a late dinner. How does that sound?”

“Boring,” Billy said immediately. “Tell me where to meet you, and we’ll party like lemmings.”

Gareth was silent for a long moment as he bent to retrieve his discarded shirt.

“Fine. I don’t want to go to your silly meeting, but is there a club nearby? I could wear something crotchless and you could fuck me right on the dance floor if it’s crowded enough.”

“Jesusmaryandjoseph,” Gareth breathed. “Meet me at that Greek place you like.”

“Acropolis Now?”

“Yeah, that one,” Gareth leaned over the bed and grabbed a fistful of the young man’s thick dark hair. “You don’t know what you do to me when you say those nasty things with those pretty lips.”

Billy surrendered his mouth as Gareth took bold possession. Drawing back, the crime boss looked down into his paramour’s eyes.

“Crotchless,” Billy whispered, smiling impishly.

“Be there,” Gareth said and left before he lost control of himself again. The day was coming when he would have to think long and hard about the amount of influence Billy had over him. He needed to focus on consolidating his base of power here in the Colonies and the gorgeous spitfire was proving a major distraction. Gareth mustn’t lose sight of the fact that Billy was a convenience, an appliance, a gadget that relieved stress. Someday, Gareth was going to have to point out these facts in a way that the lad wouldn’t forget. Not today, though, Gareth thought with a sense of relief that he refused to acknowledge. Taking his hand from the doorknob of Billy’s room, Gareth moved on down the hall.

After the man’s footsteps finally faded, Billy got up and took another long, scalding hot shower.



 

 

 

~ Chapter Three ~

 

 

“THERE’S CAREY,” Graciela said to her partner.

Rick rose up a little in the backseat. “The thugs with him are Pete Epiphano and Paul Macross. Guess it’s a two-bodyguard minimum tonight.”

Graciela smirked and put down the tiny camera. “Marcial’s boys are a different breed than Carey’s,” she observed.

“There’s diversity even in the Mauve Mafia,” Rick said, making his partner smother a giggle.

“I’m just saying that Perez and Allende are hardly the size of Epiphano and Macross.”

“They’re no less dangerous,” Rick said. “Coral snakes aren’t half the size of diamondbacks, but they’re twice as lethal.”

“Gracias,” Graciela said. “Thanks for the herpetology lesson. If I’m ever on Jeopardy and the category is venomous snakes, I’m all set.”

“Shit!” Rick said, sliding down in the seat.

Graciela looked out the back window and saw two men getting out of a new Maserati Quattroporte four cars behind them. One was big and beefy with the coldest eyes she’d ever seen; the other was young, coltish, and staggeringly attractive. Instead of entering the club across the street, the pair walked into the alley beside it.

“That was Levere,” she said. “Is the kid Carey’s punk?”

“He calls himself Billy Red,” Rick said. “No idea if that’s his name or not, but I wouldn’t bet on it. I’ll get the full name for you tomorrow.”

“You do that, hombre, and in a few hours, I’ll have his life history for you.”

“You never disappoint,” Rick said. “Now if you’ll excuse me….”

Graciela sighed. “I don’t think you should go snooping around here, but I can’t stop you either.”

Rick rolled his eyes. “If anyone spots me, I can always say that I was out looking for love in all the wrong places,” he said. “Coincidences happen, you know.”

“Just see that one doesn’t happen to you,” she said as he got out of the car.

“Okay, Mom. We already saw who Carey’s meeting with. I’m just going to look down the alley and come right back, and then we can go, okay?”

Nonchalantly, Rick walked past the mouth of the alley and nearly stopped dead in his tracks, unable to believe what he was seeing. In the minimal shelter offered by a doorway, Levere was leaning against the jamb with Billy at his feet. Billy was in the act of unzipping Levere’s trousers. Mesmerized by the sheer audacity, Rick watched the young man pull the bodyguard’s hard cock out through his fly. With a grace that ill befitted the alleyway setting, Billy leaned in and rubbed his cheek against the firm column of flesh. Levere’s expression revealed his pleasure as the boss’s private stock put out his tongue and lapped at the head of his arousal. The heavyset thug wrapped his big hands around his benefactor’s skull and pushed the tip of his cock between the tempting lips. Billy didn’t protest as Levere held his head in place and began thrusting into his mouth. The young man braced a hand against the brick wall and wrapped the other around the base of Levere’s dick. Levere groaned deep in his chest and the small sound broke Rick’s paralysis. The cop shook his head as he retraced his steps. He’d assessed Billy as reckless, but giving Levere head in public went far beyond mere flirting with disaster. The kid must have a death wish.

Graciela looked at Rick inquiringly when he got back in the car. “Nothing,” Rick said. “Just a little dishonor among thieves.”

“You’re kidding,” she said. “Levere and Carey’s squeeze are getting it on in the alley? Man, that kid is hot stuff.”

“He’s a fool,” Rick said. “A child who thinks he can go into the lion cage and pet the big kitties without getting hurt.”

Graciela gave her partner a sidelong glance and continued the drive in silence. When they reached Rick’s apartment building, she pulled over to the curb.

“Buenos noches, guapo,” she said warmly.

“Good night,” Rick said, as he opened the door.

Graciela stuck her head out the window as he walked by. “Hey, Rick. One more thing before I go.”

“Yeah?”

“We just saw Roger Levere escort Gareth Carey’s toy boy to a club in a new Maserati. Carey arrived in a gorgeous BMW 760Li, and we know Antonio Marcial drives the biggest, plushest, whitest car that Cadillac makes. You and me are on a stakeout in a crappy old Chevy that smells like farts. Why is that?”

“I guess crime does pay, after all,” Rick said. “Go get some downtime, chica. I’ll call you when I get up tomorrow.”

“You better. Good night, mi hermano.”

 

 

WHEN RICK arrived for work, Gareth and Levere stood under the porte-cochere of the big house, about to get into the gleaming BMW sedan idling in the drive.

“We have to go out for a bit,” Gareth said. “I’m going to trust you with one of my most treasured possessions. Billy wants to go shopping and I’d like you to escort him. Paul can tell you how we do things around here.”

With that, Gareth got into the back and Levere got in after him. Epiphano glared at Rick from behind the wheel until Rick blew a kiss at him. Dropping the big car into gear, Epiphano drove away a bit faster than necessary.

Paul Macross was in the foyer and quick to draw down on Rick until he recognized him. “Sorry, man,” Paul said. “I knew you were coming, but I get a little overzealous. Gareth left orders; you ready for a day on Rodeo Drive?”

Rick shrugged. “If that’s what Gareth wants.”

“It’s what Billy wants,” Paul said. “Which is almost the same thing these days.”

Rick lowered his voice. “Are you telling me that Gareth is penis-whipped?” he asked.

Paul grinned. “Something like that. It’ll pass. Meanwhile, you get to babysit.”

“So, is he ready, or do I just wait around?”

Paul grinned again. “It’s only ten o’clock. You’ve got a little while to wait. In the meantime, I’ll show you where you’ll be bunking. You’ll like your new crib. The boss might be a stone-cold bastard that would kill you for looking at him cross-eyed, but he does take care of the help in style.”

Rick picked up his bag and followed Paul to a nice set of rooms on the second floor where he was left alone to put his things away. When he was finished, he came down the stairs of the west wing and found Billy bitching out Paul in the front hall. The bodyguard saw Rick and an expression of relief spread over his face.

“Here’s Rick now,” Paul said. “I told you it would only be five minutes.”

“And you were right,” Billy said. “I’m sure this represents some sort of achievement for your species, but pardon me if I don’t open any champagne. Shoo now.” The young man waved Paul off. “You can go about your business.”

“My pleasure,” Paul said, shooting Rick a sympathetic look as he turned away.

“Are you ready?” Rick asked, sweeping past before Billy could speak.

The young man had no choice but to follow Rick outside if he wanted to talk to him. “Where are you going?” Billy called out.

“The garage. Unless you want to take my car.”

“We didn’t have to come outside to get to the garage,” Billy pointed out.

“I like being outside,” Rick said. “It’s not all about you, you know.”

“It is as long as you work for Gareth,” Billy said as they walked into the enormous garage.

“No job is worth compromising my values,” Rick said, looking around at the vehicles.

“Fuck, I just knew you were going to say something like that,” Billy muttered.

“What?” Rick turned from admiring the silver Maserati Spyder.

“Nothing,” Billy said. “You want to take that one?”

“Can we?”

Billy shrugged. “If the keys are in it, I don’t think anyone can stop us.”

“You wouldn’t try to get me in trouble with the boss on first day, now would you?”

“I’m the one that put in a good word for you.”

“True. Okay, you talked me into it. We’ll take the Spyder.”

A few breathless minutes later, Rick screeched to a stop behind a car pulling away from the curb and nabbed the parking space. As he turned off the powerful engine, he was aware of Billy staring at him over his sunglasses. “Abduction-evasion driving course,” Rick said in answer to the inquiring look.

“Good job,” Billy answered. “I think we lost all imaginary pursuit. Along with my breakfast.”

“Bullshit. I know an adrenaline junkie when I see one,” Rick said as he opened the door. “You loved it.”

“Yeah,” Billy dimpled in an inordinately appealing expression. “I did.”

“Well, come on,” Rick said brusquely. “Let’s shop.”

“Let me get one thing out of the way, and I can spend Gareth’s money without worrying about it. You don’t have to come into the shop if you don’t want to.”

“Very funny,” Rick said. “Like I’d let you out of my sight. What the hell does a store called Shonen AImage sell, anyway?”

Billy opened the mirrored door and Rick followed him into the cool interior. It was immediately apparent to Rick why they didn’t have their wares in the window. The shop obviously catered to an upscale, arty segment of the S&M and bondage crowd. The white walls were screens for projected images of anime-style characters in various compromising positions. The black shelves held dildos and other gadgets that looked like they came from C-3PO’s toy chest. Hanging from the ceiling were mannequins posed like superheroes of discipline, wearing the store’s line of dominant/submissive gear. Rick was no prude, but a few of the items made him blink.

“Sure you don’t want to wait outside?” Billy asked as a young Asian woman approached on five-inch stiletto heels of bright red patent leather.

“I’m fine,” Rick said. “Take your time.”

The undercover cop made a circuit of the store and arrived back at the counter as the sales clerk handed Billy a realistic-looking dildo. Hefting the flesh-colored false cock, Billy wrapped his fingers around it and shook his head. The leather cheongsam-clad woman said something in Japanese, and to Rick’s surprise, Billy answered in the same language. Another dildo was taken from the glass case and presented with a small bow. Obviously produced by the same manufacturer, this phallus differed from the last only in length and circumference as evidenced by Billy’s failure to get his fist around it. A few more soft words in Japanese and the toy was carefully wrapped in black tissue paper and placed in a silver box tied with crimson ribbon. It then went into an elegant black and silver bag with the shop’s name dripping redly down the side.

“Let’s go,” Billy said. “I feel the need to spend more of Gareth’s money than usual today.”

Rick didn’t comment as he followed the kid in and out of stores as Billy tried on and purchased enough clothing, shoes, and accessories for a long cruise. Three hours and somewhere around eleven thousand dollars later, Billy asked if Rick was hungry. To Rick’s surprise, the young man didn’t lead them to a trendy expensive bistro, but to a Lebanese man with a cart. Billy asked for a vegetarian kebab and Rick told the man to make it two. Adding bottles of water to their purchases, they carried the food back to the car. At the first bite, they realized just how hungry they were and devoured the wraps. Rick forgot for a moment that they weren’t just two ordinary human beings fulfilling a basic need. He grinned at Billy as he displayed his empty wrapper, licked clean of spicy hummus smears.

“Man, I really wolfed that down,” he said.

“Mmm,” Billy said, licking tahini from his fingers. “That was good. Don’t you love it when the tabbouleh is freshly made and….” The young man words trailed off as he looked up at Rick’s silhouette haloed by the late afternoon sun. Without his shades, Billy’s eyes were dazzled as the light turned the ends of Rick’s hair into a golden corona, masking his strong features with shadow. For that moment, he could have been any big, blond man, and Billy felt a pang of longing so powerful he almost doubled over.

“You okay?” Rick asked. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

“Sorry. Why am I bothering you with my chatter? You probably want to get back and polish your bullets, or whatever you hard cunts do when you’re not shooting people.”

Rick raised his eyebrows. “You taking anything for those mood swings?” he asked.

“Just drive me home, please,” Billy said, crumpling his wrapper and tossing it to the floor of the sports car.

Rick reached across and picked up the ball of paper, placing it in the bag with his. “Home it is,” he said equably.

Rick parked the Spyder in the garage and Billy got out immediately. As the kid hurried away, Rick made a snap decision to speak about the thing he’d been mulling over all day. “Hang on a second.” Rick got out and faced Billy across the hood. “You’re going to tell me, quite rightly, that this is none of my business, but I have to say it. Not necessarily because I care about you, or have a heart of gold, but because I’ll probably get stuck disposing of your carcass when Gareth catches you screwing around.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I was in several dressing rooms with you today,” Rick said. “I saw the bruises. Hey, maybe I’m just naïve and you like it that way, but I don’t think you do. And if you keep playing with fire… well, you know what they say.”

“What the bloody fuck are you talking about?”

“I’m referring to your clandestine activities with Levere, or does Gareth know about that?”

“I doubt it,” Billy said.

“Well, what do you think he’d do if he found out?”

“I’m not sure, but I’ll bet it’s the same thing he’d do if he found out you were a cop.”

Rick stared at the young man, hoping his shock didn’t show on his face. “Why would you say something like that? Are you trying to get me killed?”

“Relax,” Billy said. “I’m not going to tell anybody.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Rick said, coming around the car.

Billy leaned close to Rick and spoke softly. “Is that right, Officer Miles?”

Rick’s blood ran cold as fjord water, as his brain went into overdrive trying to figure out how Billy knew his name.

“You didn’t nick me for anything,” Billy said. “I saw you when you visited London a few years ago. You attended a ceremony in which officers from police forces around the world were honored.”

“I was part of an honor guard,” Rick remembered. “Of course, that was before I came out of the closet. Not many honors after that.”

Billy nodded his understanding of all that Rick’s words implied. “You didn’t quit though,” he said.

Rick hesitated before he spoke again. “We can talk about it sometime, if you want, but not here.”

“Do we have an understanding then?”

Rick mimed zipping his lips and reached into the car for the shockingly small number of bags that represented so much money spent.

“Hey, one more thing. I was wondering; why does Gareth call you all those weird pet names?” Rick asked, as Billy took the bags off his hands at the stairs.

“Who knows?” Billy looked back over his shoulder and shrugged as he started up the steps. “He’s mad,” the young man said simply. “A genuine lunatic.”

Rick frowned and went to the office Paul had shown him. Gareth was there, talking on the phone behind a massive mahogany desk. Epiphano sat in a comfortable chair flipping through a magazine. The big man looked up at Rick and scowled before returning to his reading.

“Rick,” Gareth said as he hung up. “How was your day?”

“Uneventful,” Rick said. “And yours?”

“Afraid I can’t say the same, mate,” Gareth answered. “I had a very exciting meeting today with a new vendor. This supplier is currently overstocked and willing to part with product for a greatly reduced price so long as we buy in bulk. Naturally, this means that the deal with the Mexican Mafia is off. I just can’t come up with that much cash.”

Rick pursed his lips. “High-Tone won’t be happy if you break the deal.”

“The deal’s broken,” Gareth said, leaning forward in his chair. “All except for telling Marcial about it. I need you to do that for me, Rick.”

“Do I look suicidal?” Rick asked.

“That’s the task I’m setting you,” Gareth said. “Smooth this over with High-Tone, or make the problem go away however you see fit. Your reward will match the deed.”

“This is the real test, isn’t it?” Rick said.

“It will certainly prove your worth,” Gareth replied. “Do you think I’d even consider sending Epiphano or Levere?”

Movement drew Rick’s gaze to the window behind Gareth. Billy had changed into a Speedo and was walking out to the pool. The bright red bathing suit demanded attention, but Rick dragged his eyes back to his boss. “When?” Rick asked.

“That’s entirely up to you,” Gareth said. “But the sooner the better.”

Rick looked out the window again at the blue sky, white clouds, and tanned body in red Lycra, and smiled. “It’s a good day to die,” he said.

“I like your spirit. Come and find me when you get back.”

“Will do,” Rick said as he left the room.

For about two seconds, standing there in the hall, Rick considered walking out the door and walking away from the case. Hell, it wasn’t even an official case and one of the gang had already seen through his cover. He had no guarantee Billy wouldn’t inform on him as soon as he was gone and now he had the wild card of a new set of drug dealers. It was starting to fall apart fast. He should cut his losses before he lost everything.

The two seconds passed and Rick continued down the hall and out to his car. He had a good idea where High-Tone Marcial could be found at this time of day.



 

 

 

~ Chapter Four ~

 

 

“HOLA, CARNALE!”

Rick grinned at the greeting and embraced the man that delivered it, answering in kind. “Muy bonito!” Rick exclaimed as he squeezed Marcial’s ass cheek.

The handsome Latin man smiled warmly and gestured to a chair. “Sit, mi vero amigo, and tell me what you want now.”

“I know I’m a big pain in your excellent ass right now, but I need another favor.”

“And what might that be?” Marcial asked, dismissing Perez and Allende with his eyes.

“Don’t kill me right away.”

“Why should I want to kill you?”

“I’m here to tell you that Mr. Carey is backing out of your deal.”

Marcial rose to his feet and glared at the undercover cop. “Que barbaridad!” High-Tone shouted. “Mierda, pendejo. Un vero cabron. Ai!” The door opened and Allende stuck his head in only to be angrily ordered back out. Marcial took several deep breaths and sat back down. “What is that asshole thinking?”

“He says he found another vendor that’ll undercut your price.”

“Chingate!” Marcial swore hotly. “Who would be so… pendejada! I can’t believe it!”

“I told him,” Rick said. “I told him you’d be pissed, but he….”

“He already thinks he runs El Lay,” Marcial finished for him.

“Something like that,” Rick nodded. “He has no fear, Tonio. I’ll admit this to you and my partner and no one else, but Hairy Carey scares me.”

“Then do something about this chi-chi cabron,” Marcial said. “Or you can bet your boots that I will.”

Rick smiled again. “You still say ‘bet your boots.’”

“And you still look like the shit-kicker you really are, caballero,” Marcial said.

“Kicked your ass a few times, if that’s what you mean,” Rick answered.

“Hey, cowboy,” Marcial said, abruptly serious. “I owe you a debt that is impossible to repay. What is a sister’s life worth, eh? If not for you, Penelope would not have lived to marry and give me nieces and nephews to spoil.”

“But?”

Marcial cast his eyes toward the ceiling, took a deep breath, and faced Rick again. “It shames me to have to say these words. I understand that you want to arrest this cabron and regain your good reputation, but I am afraid that will not happen. My instincts tell me that this Englishman will die soon.”

“Tonio, don’t,” Rick said. “Don’t start a war because a tourist was rude to you. Let me take him down. I need this collar.”

“There are many high-profile criminals in this town,” Marcial said. “Pick another one.”

“I can’t start over, Tonio,” Rick said. “I’m in with Carey, and I’m staying. If you come after him, you’ll find me standing guard. I know it’s fucked up, but that’s the way it is.”

The two men locked eyes for a long moment before the opening of the door broke the tension. Marcial’s dark eyes glinted with suppressed anger as he turned.

“Sorry,” Perez said. “Mrs. Fortunato’s on the phone. You’re gonna be late, patron.”

Marcial nodded curtly. “Tell her I’m on my way,” he said. “Rick…. Ai Dios mio, this is not right. I don’t want you to get hurt, but I can’t let this picaflor disrespect me.”

Rick stood. “You’ve got someplace to be,” he said. “And I’ve delivered my message. I’ll get going now.”

“Birthday party,” Marcial said. “Eight years ago today, my nephew Fernando came into the world.”

“Congratulate Penelope for me,” Rick said. “She’s the one that did all the work.”

Marcial chuckled and stood to embrace Rick warmly. “Vaya con Dios,” he said.

“Promise me you’ll think about backing off,” Rick said.

Marcial opened the door for the policeman. “Sure,” he said. “And you think about getting the hell away from that diablo loco. If not me, someone will come after him. He pushes too hard, too fast. Nobody wants to do business with a madman.”

 

 

“YOU’RE STILL in one piece,” Epiphano greeted Rick.

“You sound disappointed,” Rick observed.

Epiphano shrugged. “I’m cooled off, mate,” he said. “You were just trying to impress the boss, and I won’t hold a grudge against you for that.”

“Good,” Rick said. “I like a nice, cordial working atmosphere.”

Epiphano almost smiled. “Come on,” the muscleman said. “Gareth will want to talk to you.”

“There you are,” Gareth said brightly as Rick entered his office. “Somehow I knew you were going to come back. Geordie, this is Rick that I was telling you about.”

Rick turned as a big man with several days’ worth of dark stubble stood and extended a hand. Rick returned Geordie’s firm grip and turned to Gareth. “Any relation?” Rick asked, looking from Gareth to Geordie and back.

Gareth shook his head. “A lot of people ask that, but no, we’re not related. Geordie worked for me back in the UK. He managed to find his way back to my side despite the best efforts of police on two continents to keep us apart.”

Gareth and Geordie’s eyes met with a click that was almost audible. Rick raised an eyebrow, as the tension grew tauter with each passing moment. The undercover cop resisted the mad urge to scream at them to go ahead and fuck, or fight, or both.

“Bloody hell,” Billy said from the doorway. “Where did you come from? You’re as handsome as Gareth and just as big.”

“Bigger where it counts,” Geordie smirked. “What’s this then? Up to your old games, Gareth lad?”

“Billy, this is Geordie Cook,” Gareth said. “He was my head of security back home. Geordie, this tasty wee bit of crumpet goes by Billy Red.”

“Too right he does,” Geordie laughed. “I’ve seen you before, love. In London.”

Billy struck a pose of polite interest. “I’m afraid I don’t recall.”

“It’ll come to you,” Geordie said. “I’m a little tired from the trip, Gareth. Mind if I bow out?”

Gareth shook his head. “I need to talk to Rick anyway. Billy, would you show Geordie to a room? Pete, stay for a minute.” After the door had closed again, Gareth gestured to Rick to speak.

“Marcial took it like I said he would: like a cattle prod where the sun don’t shine. He threatened to kill you, which I would take seriously.”

“Damned right I take it seriously,” Gareth said, getting to his feet. “If Marcial says he’s going to kill me, I expect him to try. I knew that when I made the new deal and I told all of my employees that security would have to be even tighter from now on. Isn’t that right, Pete?” Gareth asked.

“You sure did, Gareth,” Epiphano answered.

“Are you working for Marcial, Pete?”

“What?” Epiphano looked confused.

“Rick,” Gareth said, turning his laptop around on his desk. “Come here; I want you to see something. You, too, Pete; come on around the desk. Okay, what are we looking at here?” Gareth said, tapping the screen with a laser pointer.

“It’s the feed from the camera in the foyer,” Epiphano said immediately.

“That’s right,” Gareth said. “This footage is from a couple of hours ago, when you, Pete, were on duty.” The three men watched as the door opened and a young man came in carrying three pizza boxes. He set them on the foyer table, picked up the money lying there, and left.

“You can see he didn’t do anything,” Epiphano said quickly. “I was watching him on the monitor the whole time.”

“He was in the house alone,” Gareth said sharply. “He could have left a bomb!” On the last word, Gareth drove the stainless-steel pointer into Epiphano’s hand, pinning it to the desk. Epiphano cried out, but had the presence of mind to keep his hand still instead of jerking it away and doing even more damage. Rick gritted his teeth, leaned forward, and yanked the pen from the man’s hand.

“What the bloody fuck compelled you to do that?” Gareth asked coldly.

“Because it’s stupid to maim a man that you’re counting on to protect you,” Rick said, his heart hammering. “And you’re not stupid, Gareth.”

“Pete,” Gareth said without turning around. “Go and get your hand looked at. And, Pete? If you fail me again, I’ll nail something else of yours to my desk.” Epiphano didn’t speak as he left. Gareth held out his hand to Rick and after a moment, Rick gave the drug dealer his pointer back. As he did so, Rick readied himself to defend against an attack, but Gareth simply put the implement on the desk. The gang leader’s rage appeared to have dissipated as quickly as it had flared.

“Thanks,” Gareth said. “I lost my temper. Nothing personal.”

“I know that, Gareth, and my job is to look out for you, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

“You’ll even protect me from myself?”

“If you let me,” Rick said. “So is Geordie going to be in charge now?”

Gareth nodded. “He’s good at what he does. A hard man, but that’s what the job needs.”

“Hard, huh,” Rick said drolly. “You mean compared to softies like you?”

Gareth smiled. “I hope I never find myself at odds with him. Are you hungry, thirsty, horny? Need anything?”

“I’m good,” Rick said. “I think I’ll head off to bed.”

“Good night then and good job, Rick, all around.”

Rick walked through the big house to the west wing as the adrenaline drained from his system, marveling at the fact that he was still alive. He entered the hall that led to his quarters and saw that the door of the room across from his was open. As he drew closer, he could hear Geordie’s voice.

“Billy Rose. Still as pretty as your name. Remember me now?” the man asked.

“Unfortunately,” Billy replied calmly. “That hurts, by the way.”

“I was pretty sure it did,” Geordie said. “Pain is the only reliable way to get a whore’s full attention. Now I can be sure you’re hearing me. What are you doing here?”

“What does it look like?”

“It looks like you’re spreading your legs for the boss.”

“So what? I’m not allowed to better myself?”

“Sure you are,” Geordie said. “The question before us is: Does Gareth know about your past, and if he did, would he care?”

“No,” Billy said. “The question before us is: What will I do to make sure you keep your mouth shut?”

“You’re really pretty when you’re pissed off,” Geordie said. “How about a down payment?”

“Go ahead and tell Gareth. He knows I worked for Mr. Barrow.”

“And before that?” Geordie asked silkily. “Would you really want me to tell him about your misspent youth?”

“Let go of me.”

“Why so unfriendly? Pretend I’m the boss and take some dick-tation.”

“That’s a horrid pun and you look a right wanker grabbing yourself like that,” Billy said. “Do you intend to keep me here by force?”

“I won’t have to. You’re a smart lad. You know as well as I do that Gareth will look at you differently if I tell him you were a footpath-walking rent-boy who ended up in the nick. He’s careful where he sticks his willy, Gareth is.”

There was a long enough silence to make Rick wonder what was going on and then Geordie made a yummy noise. “Mmm-hmmmmm, that’s better,” Geordie purred. “Personally, I like a lover with experience, but a lot of guys are hung up on that virgin/slut thing. I think we both know what kind of guy Gareth is. Yeah, that’s nice. Get me good and hard, and I’ll shag you against the wall.”

Rick put a hand on the door and called out, “Hello, neighbor,” as he swung it open.

Geordie’s head snapped toward Rick, quickly assessing the degree of threat he posed. “Mate,” he said. “Is your timing always this bad?”

Billy yanked his hand from Geordie’s pants when the door opened, and now stood looking everywhere but at Rick.

“I couldn’t have interrupted anything very private,” Rick said. “Unless this is Billy’s twin.”

Geordie leaned closer to Rick. “Gareth says you come highly recommended, so I assume you know how to be discreet. Keep your gob shut about this.”

“I get the picture,” Rick said. “Gareth gave me the chain of command. It goes from you to Gareth, to God. Did I get the order right?”

“Gareth also told me you were cheeky,” Geordie said. “I don’t mind cheek as long as there’s respect at the back of it. What I don’t like are people who enter without knocking.”

“And people that don’t want company shouldn’t leave the door open,” Rick said. “I did call out, which I didn’t really want to do. If you had been unfriendlies, I would have completely lost the advantage of surprise.”

Geordie’s scowl eased. “True,” he said. “You have a suspicious nature, Rick. I like that in a bloke.”

“Thanks. I’m off to bed, unless you have any instructions for me.”

“I’ll come with you,” Billy said. “I need to show you which items to return to the store.”

“I’ll see you later, then,” Geordie said as Billy and Rick left.

“Thanks,” Billy said to Rick when the door closed behind them.

“I’m the protector of lost boys,” Rick said. “I told you that when we met.”

“I remember,” Billy said, looking to his left. “Your suite’s down there, right?”

Rick nodded. “Yeah. It’s really nice,” he said neutrally, wondering what point Billy was coming to.

“Could we talk?” the young man asked.

Rick roused himself from the exhaustion of post-adrenaline rush. “Sure,” he said and led the way to his quarters. “I’ve had a hard day,” Rick said as he shut the door. “So let’s be as brief as possible.”

“Hard?” Billy said. “Someday I’ll have to get your definition of hard. Right now, I’d like your assurance you won’t mention anything to Gareth about what you just saw.”

“That’s your business,” Rick said.

“I wasn’t conducting business,” Billy said sharply.

“Well, one of you was,” Rick answered. “Sounded like bartering to me.”

A veil dropped over Billy’s eyes. “As you said, it hardly concerns you.”

“Unless it affects my ability to do my job,” Rick said. “I was hired to keep Mr. Carey from getting hurt, which I had to remind him of a little while ago.”

“I see. You’re going to keep me from breaking his heart, are you? Don’t waste your time; he hasn’t got one.”

“Then why are you with him?” Rick asked bluntly.

Billy rubbed his thumb over his fingertips in the universal sign for cash.

“Money?” Rick said. “Bullshit. You’re beautiful and sexy as hell; you could have your pick of wealthy men.”

“More like wealthy men have had their pick of me,” Billy said.

“Don’t expect violins,” Rick said. “Everybody has it tough.”

Billy nodded. “Thanks for reminding me. I guess you’d like me to leave.”

Rick’s heart twisted in his chest. It could hear Billy’s unspoken plea. It wanted Rick to tell Billy to stay. It wanted Rick to comfort Billy. “I’m really beat,” Rick made himself say. “I’m sure we’ll see each other tomorrow and we can talk more, if you want.”

“Yeah,” Billy said. “I still want to hear about your coming out. I’m always at the pool until lunchtime.”

After the young man left, Rick flopped on his bed and lay there on his back with his feet on the floor. He stared up at the high ceiling and willed his thoughts to cease their flight. He didn’t like the direction they were taking. Rick told himself he could not go soft now. He absolutely could not feel sorry for the brittle, jaded toy boy. Under no circumstances must he start to care about Billy. Billy Rose, if he had heard Geordie right. What Rick needed to do was pass Billy’s full name on to Graciela. With a concrete short-term goal decided upon, Rick’s racing mind finally took a break. And that’s when Billy tiptoed into his thoughts like a cat burglar. Billy was what he was, but there was no denying that the kid was a smokin’ hot piece of ass.

As Rick relaxed, his mind drifted drowsily until it settled on the image of Billy as he’d looked the first day Rick had come to the house: Billy by the pool, dripping wet, skin gleaming in the sun, his wet white thong nearly transparent, clearly showing the curve of his long cock. In Rick’s dozy fantasy, Billy bent over and pulled aside the string that ran up his butt crack. Rick’s hand wrapped more firmly around his stiffening length, as limber Billy touched his toes and gave Rick an inviting look from between his legs. The undercover cop squeezed his cock, picturing the tip entering the kid’s glistening hole. Closing his eyes as his breathing grew labored, Rick shuttled his fist up and down his hard shaft, imagining Billy’s moans and soft cries as he thrust into him.

“Oh yeah, Rick, that feels so good,” Billy purred as he rocked back against the man that rode him. “You’re making me cum.”

“Cum for me,” Rick murmured and fantasy-Billy spurted a milky stream into the pool.

Moving more quickly now, Rick shunted his aching length in the clinging sheath. Billy ground back against his pelvis, rolling his hips as he flexed his thighs, bearing down on Rick’s shaft as it
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