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      Tattoo artist Lukas lands in Secret Springs looking for a fresh start, a place to open a shop of his own and build a steady clientele. What he doesn't expect is to meet sweet and surprisingly spicy local librarian Tim and immediately fall for the amazing man right off the bat.

      Secret Springs native Tim thinks he's pretty boring. He's a librarian with cats and a Craftsman style bungalow in a small town, after all. But he has a few deeper desires, and Lucas brings out all of them. The two of them find they have a lot in common, a lot of chemistry, and a lot of the same wants and needs.But Tim has made some enemies in town politics, and a bunch of folks don't want Lukas coming to town and changing things, bringing his friends with him.

      Can Lukas and Tim navigate family, small town politics, and possibly a pregnancy for Tim without losing everything the hold dear?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, sir. I understand that the board meeting is tonight… No, I don’t really think a new building is the way to go. I think you know my feelings on this.” Tim Clinton rubbed his apple against the front of his shirt, not at all sure he was going to get the chance to eat it. The director had called ten minutes before the end of his lunch break.

      Frank knew when he was eating. Knew it.

      “Now, Timothy, the Friends really want that new building.” And the implication that Jeanne, who just happened to be Frank’s mother, the mayor’s mother and the head of the Friends of the Library, was going to get what she wanted was crystal clear.

      After all, who was in their way?

      A library run by him, dammit.

      Tim took a deep breath, forcing his tone to stay calm, professional. He hated the stereotype of hysterical omega, and he’d be damned if he slid into it. “Of course. I just think that sort of funding can be used to so much better purpose across the whole system. New bookmobiles.” They were a wide-flung, rural library system where many of their patrons were in remote locations, and their bookmobile and delivery systems were stretched thin.

      “Well, we’ll see about that.” Frank wasn’t going to let it go, and Tim was going to have to fight again to keep his little library on the wrong side of the proverbial tracks where the bulk of their patrons would actually use it. “You realize that you may simply have to bow down to the greater good, yes?”

      “The greater good is to serve my patrons.” He tried not to snarl. Honestly.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. Your personal greater good is to support the alphas who know better than you do.” Frank’s snotty tone grated on his nerves.

      Oh, fuck right off, asshole. “We’re just going to have to agree to disagree on that, I’m afraid. Me and a bunch of the voting public who won’t approve your bond issue if you move us out of town.”

      “Mother and I will be paying a visit with you this evening after the board meeting. I expect you’ll show her the respect she deserves.” Frank’s voice was icy, and Tim didn’t bother to hold back his eye roll.

      Dick.

      “Yes, sir. See you tonight.” In your dreams. He was leaving early, calling out sick, and Frank could meet with his mother himself. He hung up, then checked his smartwatch. Damn. No apple until his break between work and the board meeting, which, all threats aside, he wouldn’t miss. He’d just brazen it out.

      He was good at that.

      He tucked it back into his lunch bag, then rose from the picnic table he’d been holding down in the square by the library. Back to work.

      The thump of a hardcore sound system reached him about the same time as the low rumble of a big engine. He glanced around, focusing on a big black El Camino that was pulling into a space across the street from him in front of the Merchante building.

      The car cut off, which stifled all the noise, and a man like Tim had never seen hopped out. Stocky, broad, and clad in cargo pants and a black T-shirt, the man had bright purple hair in a man bun, crazy pieces of the stuff sticking out at wide angles and a dark red beard. Mouth dropping open, Tim watched the guy dig a set of keys out of his pocket and go to the door of the shop where Horizons Interiors had been for nearly twenty years before Mrs. Danborough had passed last year.

      Tim felt a pang. He did miss Elaine Danborough’s face.

      The man closed the door behind him, and Tim jumped when his phone buzzed, the text tone startling him.

      
        
          
            
              
        You coming, Boss? I need to pee.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh, whoops. Poor Angelica was on her own at the circ desk today, and during his lunch, she had no reference librarian to help out either.

      Definitely time to get back to work, even if Mr. Thumping-Bass Purple-Hair would keep him wondering all afternoon.

      They didn’t really get a whole lot of purple-haired strangers around Secret Springs, Colorado.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lukas Lyons looked at the space, nodding slowly. His buddy Chase had been dead-on. The building had been a hardware store back in the early days of Secret Springs, so there was a lot of wood, a lot of built-in shelves. The design shop had painted some girly stuff on the walls, but it wouldn’t take much to whitewash over that and let his art be the color.

      Not much at all.

      The roar of a big bike engine told him his thinking had conjured up his buddy Chase, so he went to open the door again.

      Chase stepped off the bike and took off his helmet, then waved at Lukas. “What do you think, man?”

      “I think it has great bones.” He also thought the old downtown area of Secret Springs, Colorado, was due for a makeover, just like Chase had enthused about over a craft beer and a damn good burger in Telluride a few weeks ago.

      The place was perfect for his shop and gallery. A place to settle down, maybe. A small-town dream.

      “Yeah. It’s really rustic, huh?”

      “Once I change the art, it will bring it to life.”

      Chase shot him a look. “You got a name?”

      “For the shop? Pens and Needles. That way, I have the pen-and-ink art and the tats.”

      That got him a laugh. “That’s clever, man. I like it. So, Secret Springs it is.”

      “Yeah.” Yeah, somehow he could feel it in his bones. “I know I would get more traffic in Telluride or even Durango, but this place has a vibe. It’s telling me this town is ready for a comeback.” Lukas never ignored the universe when it talked to him. His mom had taught him that.

      “I like it. You have a place to crash yet, or are you staying in here until you do?”

      “I got nothing. There’s not even a B&B here, and I don’t want to commute back to Telluride or Ouray.” He’d roughed it harder than this though.

      “Dude, I hear you. You’ll be so busy, you’ll want to be nowhere but here. I know you.”

      “I do get focused.” He hoped there was at least a pizza place here in town. He would have to get a fridge and, shit, see what was upstairs, living-wise.

      “I like that about you, babe.” Chase was an ass, but he was a good friend, the studliest omega ever, and had a backside made to be beaten.

      “Uh-huh.” Lukas waved a hand, hiding a grin. “I don’t have time for you right now.”

      Chase snorted. “I know. Why do you think I hooked up with that realtor?”

      “To get me this place.”

      “Yeah. Not much other reason to hang around,” Chase said darkly.

      “Uh-oh.” Chase would find someone long-term someday. Right now, he was too caught up playing bad boy chef in Telluride.

      “He was just playing make believe, man. He wasn’t a real Alpha. Not even a little.” Oh, look at that pout.

      “Ah. Well, you know. If you want me to come down this weekend, maybe I can arrange it.” He wouldn’t promise anything but a tanned ass, but sometimes, that was all Chase needed.

      “Nah. I’ll be working. You know me.” Chase looked around, hands on his hips. “So, let’s explore!”

      “Hell, yeah.” Lukas grinned, locking the front door again, since they would be heading upstairs. The place was really one big room, but in the back there was a kitchenette, a bathroom, and some kind of smaller workroom or office. If he got a piercer in, that could rock hard. He tended to keep his own office stuff right up at the counter of the shop, in a desk where he could do his drawings.

      “I love the layout. What’s upstairs? I can see your setup down here—table and a few chairs to work on.”

      “Yeah. Keep it kinda spare so I can really go OTT with the decor on the walls. I want lots of ornate frames I can change out the pen-and-inks in.” He tested the bottom few stairs. “Solid. Up we go.”

      “Oh, man. You don’t know? Exciting!”

      “Dude, did you just bounce like Tigger?”

      Chase rolled his eyes. “I don’t bounce.”

      “Nope. Not Chase the tattooed, Harley-riding chef. Twinkie omega.”

      “Fuck off, man. One day, I’ll find the guy that trips all my triggers.”

      “You totally will.” There was a landing on the second floor, then a heavy, ornately carved door that looked late Victorian. Nice. It was locked, but the same key that fit the front opened it.

      “Holy shit,” Chase breathed, leaning on his shoulder. “Look at the woodwork!”

      “Right?” He fumbled with the key, but he opened it to a fucking Sherlockian masculine wonderland.

      “Oh my God.”

      “I thought this was a design store. Who were they renting to?” There was carved walnut trim. An ornate mantel over a working fireplace, it looked like. Built-in bookshelves on either side of that…

      Shit, there was even some big furniture looming under some dusty white sheets.

      “It’s like… Oh fuck.” Chase looked utterly charmed, just fascinated. “Can I unveil?”

      “Make it flashy, but go that way so we don’t get a face full of dust.” Lukas waited, wondering what crouched under there.

      “Oh, good idea.” Chase uncovered a massive claret velvet armchair, with ornate and heavy wood, long unused.

      “Just needs some polish,” Lukas murmured. “Okay, the long one next?”

      “Then the tall one,” Chase agreed. They each grabbed a corner of the sheet so they could fold up the dust in the middle. “Voila. Ohhhh.”

      This one was a chaise, its wood a match for the wingback chair, but the upholstery a dark green brocade. “Man, this would be great down in the shop.”

      “Yeah. Somewhere comfy for the Ink Support Crew to sit.”

      He chuckled. Yeah, there was always the person who came to talk and watch and wait. That was how it was in his business, and he liked to have a comfy spot where coffee and conversation could be had without compromising a sterile field. “This and a couple of cushy chairs… I can see it.”

      “Yeah. It’s amazing. Seriously.” Chase sat on the chaise, boinging a little. “Oh, good bones.”

      “Like the building. Okay, one more.” He knew the tall piece had to be a dresser or a shelf or something, but the ornate étagère he uncovered took his breath away. “Tell me this all comes with the place.”

      “All contents. It’s in the contract.”

      “Oh hell yes.” He felt like cheering. This went well with his romantic gothic vibe.

      “Yep. Show me the bedroom,” Chase demanded.

      “Listen to you! Trying to get me in bed.”

      “Nah. I just want to see if there’s more furniture…”

      Lukas pinched Chase’s ass, but they were both laughing hard.

      Man, this was gonna be fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Excuse me, uh, Timothy? Can you tell me if you guys have free Wi-Fi?”

      The warm voice slid down his spine, and Tim glanced up with a distracted smile, freezing when he realized Mr. Purple Hair from across the street stood at his desk.

      Oh sweet Jesus. Broad shoulders, abs of steel, eyes like chips of granite, red beard. Total Alpha. Tim gazed up, licking his lips, trying to remember what he’d been doing.

      “Are you okay?” The smile turned to concern.

      “Huh? Oh sorry. Long day. How can I help you?” Jesus, he was a dork.

      “I’m moving in across the way, and I can’t get enough signal for a hotspot. Do you have Wi-Fi?”

      “We do. The password is here.” He handed the man a card. “Did you want to sign up for a library card?”

      “I bet I need something with the address on it, huh?”

      “You do.” His cheeks heated. It was like he’d forgotten how to do his job. “A lease, utility bill, anything like that.”

      “I should have that by next week. This is a nice library for such a small town.”

      “Thanks.” He had to perk up and smile some at that. He loved his little library. “It was a Carnegie grant library when it was built.”

      “Well, I bought the building across the square from you.”

      Timothy’s eyes went wide. That sounded so nice. Pretty view on his lunch break, put something in the old Merchante building. “That’s great. Congratulations. Did you know it’s rumored to be haunted?”

      It was probably bunk, but he was curious anyway. About the ghost.

      “Is it? Wicked. I’m Lukas Lyons.” The man held out a square, ink-stained hand. “I bet you know the whole town history, huh?”

      “Yes, sir. If I don’t, I know where to find it.” He shook with Lukas. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Lyons. Timothy Clinton.”

      “Good to meet you, uh… Are you a Timothy or a Tim, really?”

      “I’m totally a Tim. My boss calls me Timothy.” And he’s a prick.

      “Ah.” He had a feeling Lukas understood the part he didn’t say. “Well, thanks, Tim. Hey, when I get my shop open, you should come to the grand opening night. I’ll bring you an invite.”

      “What kind of shop?” Surely not clothes… A coffee shop maybe?

      “I’m an artist. I do tattoos and fine art.” Lukas raised red-not-purple eyebrow and waited.

      “Really? How interesting.” That would be something fresh, new, bringing in fascinating people. Hopefully they wouldn’t be rough.

      This town was already run by the alphas, and they pushed all the time.

      “Yep,” Lukas agreed cheerfully. “I do good work if you know anyone. Will the boss who calls you Timothy freak out?”

      “God, yes. He already wants to move the library out toward the ‘Indigo Falls community center.’ It’s supposed to be a planned community with fancy houses and stuff.” Tim made a face. There was no one to buy those houses, and his folks’ ranch was out there, and they certainly weren’t going to sell to a developer.

      It was some sort of scheme. He knew it. He just wasn’t sure what the end game was yet.

      Maybe Andrew over at the city planning office would have some information.

      “Oh, that’s no fun! We need the books here.” Lukas grinned. “And librarians.”

      “Yes. Yes, where people who need them have access.” He was passionate about this. It wasn’t about money or power; it was about serving his community. Information needed to be accessible.

      “That’s always how it is. I grew up having to take the bus everywhere in Denver. The library was my saving grace.” Lukas gave him a sheepish grin. “Sorry. Living in Boulder and Telluride made me a little growly about rich folks wanting to deny services to the people who do all the work.”

      “Oh.” His heart gave a little jerk and shiver, and he mentally whapped himself. Stop it. “Oh, I understand. Telluride is so beautiful. And expensive.” Wait. Was that classless?

      “Right? But it’s so seasonal too. So a third of the year, only the poor people use the library, but then two-thirds…” Lukas shook his head. “Now I sound like an ass. I’m probably closer to that demographic now than the poor kids.”

      “Well, you did just buy a building…”

      “I did.” Lukas winked at him, and he felt his cheeks heat. “Is there pizza around here?”

      “There is a David’s Pizza. They have a great meatball sub and a half and half salad.” Which wasn’t pizza…

      “Oh cool. Do you have like, a menu listing or a yellow pages? Not much comes up when you google.”

      Tim smiled wryly. “There’s not much to come up. David’s is open all day. The truck stop out by the highway is too. Down here, there’s a lunch place that does sandwiches and wraps. They also do an amazing flapjack brunch on Sundays. Alicia’s.” That was about it. The Sundrop grocery had a wee deli, and there was Señor Dragon’s out by Lonnie’s garage, which did Mexican with a Chinese buffet.

      “Those all sound great. I just need takeout to tide me over until I get electricity and stuff. No fridge even, right now. One more question. Where’s my best bet to research my building? Here? County? City?”

      “Hank Vargas.” He hated saying that name, but as much as he and Hank had been bitches to each other, the man ran a tight ship. “He’s the head of the historical society.”

      “Cool. Do they have an office?”

      “Yep.” He handed over a leaflet. “He’s only open Tuesday through Friday, noon to four. We do have a few resources about the town in general here, but he’ll be the one to tell you about the building.”

      “You rock.” That smile had him blinking, his breath going short. “I’ll let you go, but I will definitely see you around.” Something about the way Lukas said that made things below desk level stir.

      Like an Alpha like that would look at an omega like him. He was Casper Milquetoast, as plain as they came. Dammit.

      Still, he nodded and waved, didn’t he? A tattoo artist. In Secret Springs.

      Wow.

      The Busybody Society was going to have a field day with that.

      His messenger pinged. Angie.

      
        
          
            
              
        WHO WAS THAT?????

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        He’s our new neighbor. Tattoo artist.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Single? Straight? Talk to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      How the hell would he know? All that was obvious was Alpha.

      
        
          
            
              
        No clue. He’s just here for the internet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re hopeless.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m just here at the desk DOING MY JOB

      

      

      

      

      

      The rebuke was halfhearted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Uh-huh. Hot as fire.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Working.

      

      

      

      

      

      He did glance up again, though, didn’t he? He found Lukas right away, sitting in a comfy chair by the magazines, laptop on his lap, all manspreading.

      There was a nice package there, too, framed by denim. Damn. He couldn’t even…damn. He really did need to get back to work. Really. He had…uh, research.

      Important research. About…things.

      Things were good.

      No time to watch and see what Lukas might be doing. So. Right. Back to work. Maybe he would dust the magazines.

      If he dusted the magazines, he’d have to stand up. That could be awkward.

      He would see Lukas again, he was sure. Lukas had even said so. New people in town were always the most interesting thing in forever.

      And if nothing else, he had some great visuals for his alone-time. That made him grin, ducking his head to hide it, even though patrons were thin on the ground this afternoon.

      They might close up half an hour early. Hell, he might go get a meatball sub tonight…

      He had a craving.
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        * * *

      

      Lukas walked into the pizza parlor and grinned. Chase would be appalled, but he’d been to a million and one places just like this all over the country. It smelled like garlic and red sauce, and the cracked red vinyl booths and red-and-white checkered tablecloths gave him a sense of easy familiarity.

      He grabbed a menu and took a stance behind a trio of teenagers who were debating what toppings to get in their shared pizza.

      The place was fairly busy, most of the little tables full.

      All but one that had a single man sitting at it.

      Hello, librarian. Tim who was not Timothy. Honestly, Lukas had been planning to get his food to go as long as the place looked clean and the food looked tasty, but now? He’d get his food for eat-in.

      “What can I get you?” The harried man behind the counter wore a Dave nametag. The owner, he guessed. David who was Dave.

      “Uh. A meatball sub, a half and half salad, and a slice of pepperoni with an unsweet tea.” He always got a slice to see what the pizza tasted like.

      “No problem, Tim.” Dave looked up with surprise. “Oh, you are not Tim.”

      “Nope. I think he’s already here.” He nodded toward the single-occupant table. “He recommended you.”

      “He orders the same meal every Friday. I’m not surprised.”

      “A creature of habit, huh?”

      “Yep. You want the Greek dressing on that salad?”

      “If that’s what Tim has.” What the hell, why not?

      “Totally is. Here’s your tea. You’re number sixty-nine.”

      “Thanks.” He settled up, and oh God, that was funny. Sixty-nine. It was a sign. He wandered over to Tim’s table, looming a little. “Hey. It’s kinda crowded. Do you mind if I share?”

      Tim blinked up from his book, hazel eyes unfocused and sweet. Pretty omega. “I—sure. Have a seat.”

      “Thanks. It smells amazing in here.” He sat across from Tim. “Good call.”

      “It’s the best place for Friday nights.” Tim smiled at him. “Did you find the information you needed at the library?”

      “I got caught up on a few things, yeah.” He winked. Actually he’d been doing some contract stuff and cleaning out his emails.

      “Excellent. We’re here to serve.”

      Now, didn’t that bring up a pleasant picture in his mind. Tim on his knees, hands behind his head, naked and waiting for his command. Tiny nips pierced, attached to the ring in the head of his cock by chains…

      “So, what do you do on a Friday night besides eat at David’s?” He sipped at his tea, watching Tim closely.

      “Watch Live Rescue. Read.”

      “What’s Live Rescue?” He assumed it was TV, but Friday was usually a busy night for him.

      “Reality first responder show. Background noise. This is where I prove I’m really a librarian stereotype, right? I have left behind my wild and woolly days.”

      “What did you do in your wild and woolly ones?” He propped his chin on his hands, elbows on the table. Okay, so he was showing off his ink a little.

      The way that Tim’s eyes dragged over his pecs proved it wasn’t a wasted idea. Bingo.

      “That would be telling, right?”

      “It would be. This doesn’t seem like a woolly place. Are you from here?”

      A burst of teenage laughter and jostling made him smile. Kids were the same all over.

      “I am, but I went to school in Texas. Undergrad through MLS.”

      He wouldn’t have guessed that. Tim was pretty reserved. He thought of Texans as kinda loud and wonderfully brash, and he knew the college scene in Austin, at least, was huge.

      Tim seemed like he was hiding behind a tie.

      He was damn cute though.

      “Here you go, Tim. Yours will be up in like, two minutes, man.” The Dave guy slid a plate and a bowl down in front of Tim.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome, sweet.”

      He waited until David left. “So, what is half and half salad?”

      “Half green salad, half pasta salad, all with the same dressing.”

      “Yum.” Oh, he was glad he’d gotten it now.

      “Yeah. In the summer, sometimes I’ll just buy two, take them home and eat on them all week.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.” His food arrived, so he sat back, the aroma of meatballs and red sauce making his mouth water a little. Oh, crunchy bread. And a slice. He would start there.

      Man, pizza of joy. The sauce wasn’t sweet, the crust was New York style, and the cheese was hot-hot and well melted. He devoured the slice, licking his lips and fingers.

      When he glanced up, Tim was staring, cheeks pink.

      Uh-huh. Hello, pretty one.

      “I—you like it? The pizza.”

      “I do. It’s classic parlor fare, huh? Spicy and melty.” He licked his lips one more time for good measure.

      “Yeah, I don’t like a sweet pizza sauce.”

      “I have high hopes for the sub now too.” He took a bite of the salad. “Oh my God. That’s so good. That dressing.”

      “The sub is damn good, if I do say so myself.”

      He grinned. “I bet he is.”

      “Huh?”

      “I bet.” He took a big bite, which would leave Tim plenty of time to think. “Mmmm.” Wow. Chase would actually love this place, not hate it. He’d never admit it because he was a fine-dining chef, but he would dig the food.

      Tim ate as well, saving half the sandwich and the pizza to put aside. Huh. He would waste away if he ate that little, but Tim was way leaner than him.

      He’d bet good money Tim worked at the sleek look.

      He polished off the sub after the pizza. The salad he kept for last. “Damn. Do they have good dessert?”

      “Dave has a cookie and a brownie. They’re good for teenagers. There’s a bakery. Married couple owns it. Three doors down.”

      “Are they still open?” He could murder something chocolate or creamy, even after that amazing meal. This was why he worked out.

      “They are open late on Fridays and Saturdays. Closed on Sunday and Monday.”

      “Would you come have something with me? It’s been so nice to sit with someone.” Play the sympathy card…

      “Oh. Oh, I’d like that. Sure. I remember how tough it was, just coming back from college. It was like being the new guy all over again.”

      “Yeah. It’s a pretty town, though, huh?” Lukas liked it.

      “It is. I mean, I have my folks and all, but I came back for the town as much as anything, you know?”

      “Well, for all I know, you came back to run a wild slave dungeon on the weekends.” He winked broadly to make it a nudge-nudge moment.

      “Oh totally. That’s me.” Tim rolled his eyes. “Christ, can you imagine? The cats would adore that.”

      “You have cats?” Hell, Tim was the librarian omega stereotype made flesh. Not that he wasn’t sweet as pie. He made Lukas ache. A lot.

      “I do. Four.”

      “Tell me all about them.” He waved down David and asked for a box for Tim, then started bussing their table.

      “Nancy and Barbara are sisters. I adopted them in college. They’re calicos and both lovers. Lucy is orange and huge and the queen of the castle. Mr. Beau is my newest baby. He’s black and white and scared of the world.”

      “Did you rescue them all?” He wanted to get a dog, but he would wait until he was settled in. He’d never bought a place for his studio and living before, so Lukas thought this time he was in one place for a bit.

      “I did. There are always so many that need homes.”

      “That’s too cool. I had an aunt who had a whole cat condo on a screened-in porch. I loved her house.”

      “Oh, I have a good space for these guys. I’m a bachelor with a good-sized place, so…”

      “Right.” Yeah. The apartment above the shop was a one-bedroom now, but this was Western Colorado. Plenty of places to take a dog to exercise…

      “And that made me seem even less cool than my profession, didn’t it?”

      “What? No! No, I think it’s very cool.” He lowered his voice. “Librarians are sexy.”

      Tim blushed, shook his head, but the grin he got was wild.

      “Come on. I know we just had food, but I want to share a sweet.” Lukas kinda slid a hand under Tim’s elbow to guide him.

      “So-sounds lovely. Sure. Yes.”

      God, that little tremble turned him on. Like revved his engine right up to high gear, and his nose twitched. Tim was tossing out pheromones left and right.

      He wanted to have Tim already. Lukas could see it, sweet baby on his knees, flushed and desperate to shoot. Begging for Lukas’s knot. Uhn. Okay, he was going to have some happy shower-time fantasy material tonight.

      “Do you have any ink, Tim?”

      “What? No. No, I’ve always wanted a tattoo, but no.”

      “Your skin would take ink so well.” And bruises. And spankings. The pale, smooth stuff begged for it.

      “Do you think so? Are there better skins than others?”

      “Absolutely.” They headed to the bakery, both of them waving at David when he called out a goodbye. “Some people have scarring or really rough pores. Some skin you just look at and know it won’t hold ink worth a damn.”

      “Oh? That’s too cool. Seriously.” Tim offered him a little grin. “The bakery’s right here.”

      “That’s adorable.” He could picture the owner. Comfortably curvy, fond of pink, maybe a transplanted Texan that Tim had brought with him from college.

      A huge Native American man stood behind the counter, wearing a frilly gingham apron.

      “Matteo. Buddy. I brought a friend! Is your Dan here too?”

      “He is.” The big guy’s dark face split into a wide grin. “Purple hair. Cool, dude.”

      “Matteo, this is Lukas. He’s opening a tattoo parlor here.”

      He liked the sound of his name on Tim’s lips.

      “No waaaaay.” Matteo came around from behind the counter to shake his hand. “That’s awesome. We need that, right?”

      “I think so.” He was sinking enough money into it, wasn’t he?

      “Well, me too. Did you eat at David’s?”

      “We did.” Tim chuckled. “I would never tell him, but his cookies suck.”

      “Well our tiramisu is great, goes with Italian food, and we have one piece left.”

      “Oh, do you mind?” Tim looked at Lukas, lips parted.

      “As long as you give me a bite. What else have you got, Matteo?” His superpower was remembering names, actually. Put people at ease.

      Matteo gave him a long look, then he got a wide smile. “For you? A chocolate eclair.”

      “Yes, please. That sounds like heaven.” He did love a rich French thing.

      “You’re welcome. Both of you.”

      Timothy blushed so dark he thought the sweet man would turn purple.

      Lukas grinned, then winked at Matteo. He liked this guy. Matteo knew what was what, he could tell.

      Dan came out, a black leather string with a single circle tied around his neck.

      Oh, a collar.

      Excellent.

      This was shaping up to be his kind of town. He grinned at Dan, who chuckled, cheeks pink.

      “Good evening, gentlemen. Do you need coffees? The espresso machine’s still up.”

      “I would love that,” Lukas said. “A decaf for you, Tim?”

      “God no. Give me a quad shot latte, please.” Tim winked over at him. “I’m a caffeine whore.”

      “Yeah?” Oh, hell. That could be all kinds of fun. He could just imagine the things he could get from Tim, to get a cup of leaded.

      Then the energy Tim would have…

      “Absolutely. I’m a coffee fiend.”

      “Mmm. I like my caffeine too.” He loved all the desirable sins, really, though if he was gonna smoke, he liked a little green instead of a cigarette. “But don’t you feel like you ought to earn it?”

      “I do. I’m a librarian.”

      “Lord, he’s got a point there,” Matteo said. “Talk about a glutton for punishment.”

      Tim bowed dramatically. “Indeed. Now give over the caffeine and sugar and no one gets hurt!”

      Matteo hooted but waved them to a table. He would buy this time, but Lukas guessed paying came afterward.

      “I love those two. They’re dear.” Tim sat and offered him a warm smile. “I’ll share a bite of my tiramisu.”

      “Cool. You can try my eclair.” Sharing was good. It led to other things… God, he was such a needy bastard, and Tim made him want things he usually didn’t think about so quickly after meeting someone.

      “Thank you. For the invitation and the offer.” Look at
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