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by Hollis Shiloh

About the story:

There are too many cops in my life.  First there's Ken, the guy I've been seeing.  I've been his secret for far too long.  Now he wants to join the Shifters and Partners organization—with me as his partner.  

I'm not convinced.  There's also this wolf hanging around now.  Eli works with the cops, and he's awfully easy to get a rise out of.  But he's also kind of my friend now.  And he's...hot?  

Fox shifters and wolf shifters don't mix.  Everybody knows that.  But this situation is starting to get tricky for my poor heart.  

What am I supposed to do when love is always just around the corner—for somebody else, but not for me?
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"Are you okay?" he asked me.  "You seem kind of down today."

"Yeah.  I'm fine."  I slipped my robe back on.  We'd had sex, as usual, at his place.  I didn't invite him back to mine.  I didn't live in a very nice part of town, and didn't want him to see the exact shabby state of my place.  My official excuse was that I had a roommate—darn the luck—while Ken had a big place all of his own.

It was nice at his place.  Well, kind of big and austere.  But nice in that it was in good condition, with plenty of space, and always warm.  I never stayed over.  He didn't ask.

He turned me around by the shoulders, his fingertips gentle with me.  He was always careful with me when we weren't in bed, like maybe he thought I was breakable.  He looked at my face.  He was taller than me and had to stoop a little to search my gaze.  I tried to avoid his eyes, but it was hard.  He had a sort of way of looking at you that made it hard to look away.

"You don't seem fine," he said at last, letting me go.

"Sorry?" I offered.  I knew sex was a relief from his stressful job and life.  He didn't need anyone bringing him down, especially me.  I was just a fox shifter from the wrong side of the tracks whose ass he happened to like.  

Well.  He liked all different areas of my body, but you get the picture.  I was his booty call.

He studied me for another long, slightly judgey moment.  I tried not to squirm.  Normally, I liked it when he looked at me.  But sometimes he could see too damned much.  I don't know how.  It's not like we spent all that much time together.  Maybe I was just too expressive.  If so, he wouldn't be the first to find me so.  An ex of mine used to "joke" that everything I felt showed on my face.  I hated that, especially when he laughed about it if my feelings were hurt.

Ken was certainly not the worst guy I'd dated or had sex with.  He was pretty much the best.  But that didn't make it always easy.

He sighed, sat back down on the bed, and drew me down beside him.  I wasn't hard to convince.  I'd pretty much do whatever Ken wanted of me, and he probably knew that, too.  I tried not to feel silly when I thought of it.

About how much I ached if we went too long without a booty call text from him, inviting me over for some of that sweet, sweet lovin'.

I liked his body, maybe a little too much.  I liked the rest of him pretty well, too.  But like I'd said, this wasn't something serious.  I was already far too attached.

It had been a couple of years now, and our relationship hadn't progressed past the dirty little secret stage.  I didn't expect it to anymore—though sometimes my stupid heart still leapt when I thought I saw evidence of something else.  Like maybe his fondness for me was growing, because he brought me my favorite candy.  Or remembered that I couldn't eat shrimp.  Or something else small, but significant to me.  

But no.  I was only ever invited into his bed.  Not into his life.  Not around his friends or family.

"You're not going to tell me, are you?"  His big, firm hand rubbed soothing circles on my back.  I tried not to melt.

"Mm," I said noncommittally, trying to focus on keeping my eyes open and not whimpering.  Could I help it?  His touch did things to me, okay?

He sighed again.  "When you're having a better day, Neal, I need to talk to you about something, okay?  It can wait—but not too much longer."

I was instantly alert—maybe too alert—my back stiffening and my heart yammering.  "Oh?  What about?  Why not tell me now?"

He hesitated.  "It's not so much tell you as explain and then ask you something."

"Ask me now."  I turned to look at him, my eyes no doubt big and worried.  But I needed to know after that.  Sure, I had troubles and heartaches of my own, but I didn't want to wait till next week to hear if he was breaking up with me.  My heart couldn't take it; the suspense would surely kill me if him saying goodbye didn't.

Then again, why would he even bother?  All he had to do was not be in contact with me.  It wasn't like I was going to track him down.  To put it bluntly, I wasn't the one who'd initiated this relationship.  I wasn't the one who'd set the parameters.  I wasn't the one calling the shots.  For my own self respect's sake, I'd like to imagine I was capable of telling Ken no.  But I didn't imagine it to be true, about anything.  I was pretty stuck on him, which is why it sucked so much that I was just a nice diversion for him.

"You know what my job is, right?"  

I nodded warily.  My community didn't have great experiences with cops, overall.  We'd had good reasons not to trust them.  A lot of fox shifters engaged in sex work for survival purposes.  It was work we were good at and there was demand for it.  Over the years, our experiences with the justice system included being tossed in jail, while johns and pimps got slaps on the wrist at best.  There was worse, of course: shakedowns and requiring sexual bribes not to have the book thrown at you.  I didn't like to think about his job much.  

All I really knew about it was that Ken had always treated me right.  But I hadn't seen him on the job.  I liked to imagine he was a good crop, not even a little crooked.  But I didn't know—I only guessed.

Since I didn't currently engage in survival sex, I wasn't worried this was about me.  But any mention of his job wasn't exactly something that got me excited.  "What about it?" I asked, maybe a little coldly.

He swallowed.  I could actually hear it.  He went on, cautiously.  "Well, my captain has decided our precinct needs a shifter on the force.  There are lots of good reasons for it—but mostly I think it's because the federal government will pay for it, and he'd take any extra funding and help we could get at this point."

Aw, did the budget get cut again?  I kept the snark to myself.  I hated that I could actually see both sides of this one: the budget getting cut usually wasn't in ways that could've helped the community—like cutting back on overtime for lazy cops who just filled seats, or firing dirty cops—it was usually community support programs and making things harder for cops who actually gave a damn, thereby unintentionally rewarding the lazy and the liars.  

It also seemed to bring out the quotas—a pretty reliable funding source, when others slowed down.  Oh, I'm sure there weren't any "official" quotas—but every time we read about a budget cut in the local rag, there were more cops on the usual corners, and more speed traps, and lots of tickets for unwary locals, and even more for out-of-towners who went five miles over the speed limit.  It was kind of a running joke at this point.  A bad one.

Anyway, I didn't like the cops, and I didn't want them to have more money.  But I also didn't like the way they took it out on citizens when their pork got cut.  

I had maybe thought about this a little too much.  I was more invested than I used to be.  I used to just need to avoid them.  Now I wanted at least one of them to be decent, a good person, like I thought he was.  So I ended up going round and round things in my mind, arguing with myself about them, maybe even talking to myself about it when there was no one around to think I was crazy.

Not that it happened much, either.  I mean alone time.  Like I said, I shared a small living space, and my work didn't exactly give me a lot of privacy, either.  But occasionally there were moments, and a lot of them seemed to revolve around him, sometimes for better, sometimes for worse.  Like if I wore my new outfit for him, would he even notice?  Would he notice and grimace?  And of course, deeper stuff than that—like missing him, or daydreaming about what it would be like if things could be different, more serious.  Those thoughts you can be damned sure I kept to myself.  Even when I was alone, I didn't dare say them aloud.

He took another bracing sort of breath.  "The fact is, the captain's bent on getting a shifter into the department, like it or not.  The other fact is that, well, I've been picked."

"What?"  At first I didn't get it.  "You're not a shifter."

He coughed.  "No.  Well.  I'm supposed to go through a course and, hopefully, come home with a partner who can stand to work with me and at the precinct."  He looked at me, like maybe some things should be falling into place for me.  

Suddenly I got mad.  "Fine!"  I hopped up.  "I see how it is!  You know me for long enough to get—to get better at knowing how to act around shifters, and suddenly you're up for a job promotion.  And you'll probably be gone for months, too, so I shouldn't be surprised when you don't call!  Well, thanks for the thoughtful notice.  I hope you and your new best friend have a great—a great—"  I couldn't seem to finish that sentence.

It didn't help that he was laughing at me.  Oh, he was trying not to, but he was all the same.  It was something in his eyes.  He couldn't hide it from me.

He said, "Let's back up a few steps."

I crossed my arms and glared at him.  "I don't want to back up a few steps."  It hurt that he was replacing me.  Of course I was going to be mad about that.  Did he have to look like that at me, like I was being super silly and ridiculous, but he also felt sort of indulgent about me?  I didn't like that look.

"You don't need to tie yourself in a knot about this.  Listen to what I'm trying to say to you."  He ticked it off on his fingers.  "One—I can go through the course, maybe find a shifter to work with, maybe not.  It's not a highly desired location. Let's be real.  Who's going to want to move here with me?  It'll probably take a couple go-throughs of the course before I find someone who can stand me, and I can stand, and it all gels just right."

I huffed.  I already hated him, whoever it was.  Or her.  But of course it would be a guy, and probably gay and good-looking, too.  I'd heard a lot of gay shifters ended up in that program because sadly, even in this day and age, a lot of them weren't welcomed with open arms by their local communities or packs, if they had packs.  Which they probably did, because most of them were wolves.

"And then you'll come back with a gross wolf," I told him.  "I get the picture.  I've always been pretty clear on the picture, Ken, even if you think I'm too stupid to get it."

I was shaking a little.  I grabbed for my clothes.  I wasn't going to stay here and listen to the program get spelled out.  I was being replaced, and soon.  He was trading up.

"Neal!"  He caught my wrist and his voice was almost—almost—sharp with me.  "Would you just listen?"  He pulled me onto his lap, capturing me and holding me in his arms. I didn't exactly fight him, though.

"I don't want to hear it!"  I folded, letting him hold me, almost cradle me.  I hid my face against his chest.  I hated this: seeming weak to him, but also needing his touch like nothing else could take its place.  Maybe because so far, nothing else could.

He was rubbing my back again.  Honestly, if he knew how that affected me, he'd lose all respect for me.  If he even had any left.  

"The thing is, none of this is guaranteed, and chemistry is so—so—important that it's just a wild card, a chance at best.  So what if I brought my own shifter?  It's not like you need special qualifications ahead of time.  You get training for that.  And you're from the local community, which would be better still.  Just think about it, okay?  Don't fly off the handle at me that you'd never dream of being a cop, or I must be possessed to suggest such a thing."  

He put a little camp into his voice as he said those last two things.  Laughing at me, again!  But I couldn't respond.  I'd gone very still in his arms.  He was asking me...?

I dared to look up at him.  But I didn't say the thing I thought I'd say at all—or that he'd thought, either.  All that came out was, "But I'm not butch enough to be a cop."

"It's your shifter senses they'd be wanting, not your sexuality," he pointed out.

I may have snorted.  I disentangled from him.  It was too much.  I was overloaded already.  I couldn't take this in and face him at the same time.  "I have to go."

"You didn't eat," he pointed out.  "You'll get lightheaded again."

"That happened once," I told him.  "You weren't even supposed to know about it."  

"Of course I'm supposed to know about it," he said evenly.  "I'm your—"  He hesitated.

I arched a sarcastic brow at him, waiting for his definition, knowing I wasn't going to get it.  I grabbed for my jacket.  "I'm going."

"I need you to think about it," he said, following me to the door.  "And give me a definite yes or no in the next couple of days.  That's about all the wiggle room I have at this point."

"You could've given me more time to think about it," I pointed out coldly.

"If I could've found the right approach. But you're already storming off, and I gave it both barrels.  That's the best approach I could find."

I turned on him.  "Oh?  What were the other options?"

He drew his lips slightly into his mouth, as if that would keep any traitorous words from escaping.  I found myself mirroring the motion.  The last thing I wanted to do was say every angry thought in my head.  I'd regret it later.  I didn't want to end things with him, even if I was upset and overwhelmed.  First, I thought he was breaking up with me, then this.  And I'd had an awful and rotten day even before this—a day so bad a hookup with Ken couldn't fix it!

"Eat something," he said to me, his eyes softening.  "I don't like to see you like this."

I bared my teeth.  "Sorry I'm not cheerful enough for you."  I headed out.

"I asked you what was wrong, and you wouldn't tell me," he pointed out, following once again.  "You never level with me.  You get mad at me about things all the time.  And you expect me to have the right words to ask you something serious and life-altering right away?  Come on, Neal.  You're not some injured party here.  This is an opportunity.  It's not one you have to take, but it's not something to scoff at and dismiss immediately, either."

"You think my life would be better if I were a cop?"

He didn't say anything.  I could see the answer was yes, though.  

"I see.  I don't have as much money as you, so I must be desperate for a job, right?"  I couldn't keep the coldness out of my voice.  

"I never said any of that.  Now stop talking.  You're just biting my head off because you're hungry and I don't want to hear it—or your apology for it later as soon as you've eaten something."  He gave me a stern look that shriveled up at least two-thirds of my fury.

I harrumphed at him.  "Do you even have anything good to eat?"  

"There's strip steak in the fridge and some onions.  I can fry it up and make home fries."

"I can fry it up better than you can!" I told him, incensed.  Just who was the short-order cook at a shitty little diner?  Not him, that's for sure!

"I know you can, but I thought you might prefer me to cook for you for once.  Since you do it all day long."

"No," I said flatly.  The last thing my poor heart needed was him fixing meat for me.  It hurt enough to know he wasn't mine, without that awful parody of a mating ritual.  I knew he would never be mine, not like that, not the way I wanted.  It would hurt too much to see him going through those motions, and not having it mean anything to him.

"Okay, well, cook enough for both of us, then," he said, thoroughly exasperated with me.

"I will, if you bought enough!"  I whirled and ran to the kitchen, sticking my head in the fridge to hide my tears.  I hated getting emotional in front of Ken.  It seemed to be impossible to avoid these days.

I was still shaking a little as I chopped and diced and fried.  I tried not to look at him, but I could feel him watching me—just little glances from time to time.  They made my skin prickle.  

I'd always had the slightly uncomfortable feeling that Ken could see through me when he bothered to look.  Just straight through me, to my poor heart.  I hated that thought.  I knew very well he wouldn't like what he saw there—me, wanting him, more than he ever wanted me.

"This is good," said Ken, as he took his first bite.  He gave me a polite smile that was only a little strained.

"Of course it's good," I told him.  "I know how to cook, and you had good ingredients on hand."

He gave me an exasperated look.  "Would you rather I didn't say anything?  Look, I don't appreciate you taking your bad mood out on me, especially when you won't even talk about it.  Okay.  So sometimes I have a bad day.  I leave it behind when we're together.  Now if it's something I did, that's different—but if you're just being a moody jerk because you can, I don't appreciate it.  I'd like to think you have the same respect for me that I have for you."

I bit my lip to keep from shooting back something really mean about respect and being a dirty little secret, and all the rest of the things that frustrated me.  I didn't want to have that conversation, because I knew very well it wouldn't go
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