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    When ATF special agent Kane Delancey meets Luca Price, a bright young gay man, his whole world turns upside down. On top of his growing feelings for Luca, his job has just become more complicated. Still undercover with the LAPD, he feels as though he’s completely out of his element… until a popular bar in West Hollywood blows up, right in Luca’s back yard.  
 
    Luca’s new flame, Kane Delancey, is the man of his dreams until he suddenly stops calling and goes back to dating women. Luca is heartbroken but he’s made of grit. Nothing keeps him down for long. His job brings him joy, his employees keep him on his toes, and his friends make him laugh even when he wants to cry. When someone close to him is suddenly murdered, Luca reaches out to the only person he can think of for help.  
 
    Kane is in for a reckoning and he doesn’t even know it. With Luca back in his life, he’s forced to be honest with himself and try to navigate his new reality. Meanwhile, someone has hacked into the Justice Department and stolen a list of WITSEC protectees. While the US Marshals rush to round up potential targets all over the country, Kane and his friends at the ATF, the LAPD, and the FBI realize they may have a serial killer on their hands.  
 
    Someone is picking off people… one by one. They must be stopped.  
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    The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and one of their finest agents, Lincoln Snow, who will hunt you down, and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000! 
 
   
 
  

 Remember: 
 
    This book is a work of fiction. All characters, places, and events are from the author’s imagination and should not be confused with fact. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, events or places, is purely coincidental. This book contains material that is only suitable for mature readers. It contains scenes of a sexual nature between two consenting men. 
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    People are saying wonderful things about Patricia Logan: 
 
    "Patricia Logan smells of old poo and doesn't wear pants… but her ability to weave perfectly real and sensual love stories into stories full of intrigue, suspense and the trials and tribulations of everyday life, pulls you in and makes you forget her personal hygiene." ~ Lisa Worrall 
 
    "Author Patricia Logan writes from the heart, sucking you into her story from the first page. She pulls no punches, telling gut wrenching heartfelt stories with a reality that makes you feel you are right there. Her kind of emotional honesty is rare and essential to great writing." ~ Jean Joachim 
 
    "Patricia Logan possesses the one key ingredient at her stage of writing that so many authors don't and never will; an editor who can translate her cirque du soleil act of random contortionist word tappings into something presented as popular m4m prose. History will remember her fondly without the fondling, however, when someone eventually revisits her first drafts and realizes she's really written a cookbook titled "How to Serve Me'…. and a Delicious One at That!" ~ Kage Alan 
 
    "Reading a Patricia Logan book is not something to be taken lightly, the hotness contained within combined with multiple piercings can result in sudden breakage of certain adult toys making rapid trips to X rated shops a necessity! AND she will refuse to take responsibility for the added expense!! Oh and despite the hordes of Navy SEAL's, Cowboys, leather, whips, ropes and other convenient methods of restraint, there are never enough firemen in her books. ~ Petronella Bond 
 
    “Patricia Logan is a walking contradiction that may be baking cookies with her grandchildren one moment and writing an e-stim sounding scene the next. Known famous as being a cat lady, she picks up more and more strays as she goes along through life. I am just happy to be one of them. ~JP Adkins 
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    “If you love something, let it go. If it comes back to you, it’s yours. 
If it doesn’t, it never was and it’s not meant to be.”  
 
    ~Anonymous~ 
 
  
 
  



 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Luca, please come with me. I want to go dancing and besides, it’s not fair to keep this ass from the men of Los Angeles any longer.” Corey grinned and turned, sticking out his backside as Luca gaped.  
 
    “Were you keeping the ‘men of Los Angeles’ from your ass last night when I watched you walk out of Rave with a tall dark stranger dressed in pink spandex?” 
 
    Corey pursed his lips and frowned, looking up as if trying to remember the previous night. When he finally smiled and nodded, Luca realized he must be remembering the man he’d slept with the night before.  
 
    “Oh, Gregory! Yes, he was quite a ride,” Corey said. “His dick was…”  
 
    Luca held up a hand. “Stop it! I don’t want to know anything about his dick. I’ve told you that.” His body trembled with an exaggerated shiver. 
 
    Corey chuckled. “Fine. Anyway, if you come with me tonight, I want to try out a new strategy.” 
 
    “Strategy for what?” Luca asked, biting his lip to keep from smiling at his best friend.  
 
    “Well, now that you’re off the market and not looking to hook up, I think you should pretend to be my boyfriend. That will make all the men jealous,” Corey said. “And they’ll fight over me.”  
 
    Luca stared at his friend for a long time. First of all, a few fucks from Kane Delancey with no commitment didn’t mean Luca was off the market. Not that he was looking to hook up. He still held out hope that Kane would realize he couldn’t live without him but they’d never talked about being exclusive or anything like it. He’d fallen hard for the ATF special agent who was undercover for the US Marshals and the LAPD, but Kane had never expressed anything but a desire for sex with Luca. Besides, he still professed to being straight even though Luca knew he was in complete denial. Kane hadn’t even called in the last two weeks which pretty much told Luca where he stood.  
 
    Secondly, Corey was decidedly pretty. He was a small bottom boy who never had a problem attracting men to take him home so he didn’t really understand what the problem was here. He frowned.  
 
    “So, you want me to be… all over you in the club?” Luca asked.  
 
    Corey nodded. “Yes, be all over me.” He hugged Luca.  
 
    “And that’s supposed to make all the guys in the club fight over your ass?” 
 
    “Of course. Then, all I have to do is to pick the one I want and dump you publicly for the other man. It will be perfect!” Corey said.  
 
    “It will be shit. Anyone worth anything at all will take one look at you and think you’re a complete dickhead,” Luca said.  
 
    Corey frowned and reached out, grabbing Luca’s shoulder as he looked him square in the eyes. “Just for a moment, can you try to be of absolutely no consequence?” 
 
    Luca’s lips twitched. “I… don’t know how I feel about that…. I’m being used?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As a beard?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As a dupe?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “So, how am I supposed to feel about that?” 
 
    “How do you usually feel about that?” Corey’s eyes were twinkling. 
 
    “I don’t usually have to feel that stupid.”  
 
    Corey laughed, dropping his hand and pulling Luca into a hug. “I knew you’d help me.”  
 
    Luca smiled and nodded, still holding on to his friend. “So to be clear… my value tonight is to be of absolutely no value.” 
 
    Corey chuckled again, squeezing him tighter. “That’s right, baybeeee.”  
 
    “Fine,” Luca said, letting him go and stepping back. “Let me get my eyeliner on and I’ll be ready. Call for an Uber and use your app. If I have to be a duped beard with no value tonight, you’re paying for the ride and we’re not taking the fucking bus.” 
 
    Corey was still laughing as Luca walked into the bathroom and closed the door.  
 
      
 
    ｡･:*:･ﾟ★,｡･:*:･ﾟ☆ 
 
      
 
    Kane watched Kimber’s ass as she sashayed into the club in front of him. She was undeniably beautiful in a clingy soft red dress that hugged her curves like a glove. She flipped her waist-length brunette hair over her shoulder as she looked back at Kane and smiled. Her lips were full, her cheeks were painted a rosy pink, and her dark brown eyes were framed with thick black lashes. Damn she was beautiful. The moment he’d seen her at Starbucks that morning, he’d been attracted. Flirting with her in the queue had been fun and he could tell she was interested in him the moment she turned and asked him if he’d ever tried some coffee he couldn’t even pronounce.  
 
    When she’d invited him to sit and chat at one of the tables outside, Kane had spent over an hour with her and nearly been late for work. As he’d punched her number into his phone and tucked it into his pocket, he’d had an uneasy pang of guilt. After the final showdown at the jewelry store where Luca Price worked, he and the young man he’d been so focused on had spent several long days in bed together. They’d traded off sleeping at each other’s places, getting to know each other better. It had felt like a natural progression in their relationship but as time went by and reality began creeping in, Kane stopped calling as often, and Luca had stopped answering on the first ring.  
 
    He’d known they were pulling away from each other, probably for different reasons, but Kane hadn’t cared. He needed to be straight and he couldn’t be with Luca in his arms. It was a fling and that’s all it would ever be. By the time three weeks after Moore’s arrest rolled around, Kane had stopped calling entirely. When he’d run into the beautiful brunette Kimber, it had been easy for Kane to fall back into old habits and flirt with the gorgeous woman who seemed to be just as into him as he was into her. When he’d picked up the phone from his desk at work and called Kimber to set up a date at a dance club they both liked, Kelly Murphy, his partner while on assignment at the LAPD, had glared at him, throwing a dirty look in his direction.  
 
    He and Kimber made their way to the bar and as she looked over her shoulder, he set one large hand possessively on her lower back. It wasn’t something he’d ever do in public with Luca. He couldn’t imagine doing that to a man but when he caught sight of two men kissing each other passionately only a few feet away, he couldn’t drag his gaze away from them. They weren’t shy about showing each other affection even in such a public venue, but just the sight of them there had Kane’s thoughts drifting away from Kimber and over to the way Luca’s gorgeous young body had felt against his own.  
 
    “Kane!”  
 
    He turned to Kimber, startled out of his thoughts as she stared up at him. He instantly smiled at her, knowing she had to have been asking something. She had a pinched look on her face and Kane realized he’d been daydreaming. He bent down to her so he could speak in her ear over the loud thump of music.  
 
    “I’m sorry. What would you like?” he asked quickly.  
 
    “I ordered tonic and Grey Goose,” she said, smiling up at him, oblivious to where his thoughts had wandered.  
 
    He nodded and caught the bartender’s eye as he set Kimber’s drink on the bar. “I’ll have the same.” The bartender nodded and walked away and Kane picked up Kimber’s drink, handing it to her. “Sorry,” he said, looking back to the gay couple had been standing, only to find they’d disappeared. He glanced back at his date. “I was distracted.”  
 
    “By those gay boys, I’d bet,” Kimber said. “I saw them the moment we came over to the bar.”  
 
    Kane stiffened, recognizing the hostility in her words for what they were. The truth was, Carina’s—the dance club they were in—catered to a mixed bag of patrons, those of all sexual orientations. He’d been there with his straight friends many times in the past and never had a problem finding beautiful women to dance with and take home to bed. At the same time, he’d never been the least bit bothered by gay and lesbian couples on the dance floor right beside him and his female dance partners. Why would he be? Who the fuck cared?  
 
    Me. Obviously I care or I’d be here with Luca right now. 
 
    Kane shook all thoughts out of his head as the bartender returned with his drink and he pulled out his wallet and paid for it. He took a sip of the drink, tasting the bitter tonic and wishing he’d ordered something else. When he and Luca sat on the couch and watched the old black-and-white movies he liked, they’d drink Coronas with lime or these amazing watermelontinis that Luca knew how to make. They had watermelon vodka and something that was delicious when shaken with ice and served in a martini glass. Kimber’s voice startled him out of his musings. 
 
    “Look at them,” Kimber said, pointing to the two men he’d seen earlier out on the dance floor. One of them looked familiar to him. Kane knew he’d seen him somewhere before but he couldn’t place him. When he glanced back at Kimber, his date was sipping her drink with a look of distaste on her full lips as she watched the two men grind on the dance floor. He realized her expression had nothing to do with dislike of the drink. He said nothing to her as he tried to figure out how he was going to wiggle out of dumping her at the curb when he took her home. Instead, he glanced back at the two men who danced so seductively on the dance floor, watching them closely.  
 
    One of the men backed away as a hand appeared on his shoulder and when he turned to throw his arms around the neck of someone who was blocked from view by the dancer’s partner, Kane suddenly wanted a closer look. As the third man’s face came into view, Kane felt his stomach drop right to the floor. Luca looked absolutely gorgeous as he hugged his friend back and then leaned in to kiss him chastely on the lips.  
 
    “Ugh,” Kimber said and Kane looked down at his date who was staring at the three men on the dance floor. “Now there’s three of them.”  
 
    Kane ignored her and glanced back at Luca who now had his arms around the third man while the man he’d kissed spooned him from behind. The three men laughed and writhed on the dance floor in a sensual way that looked completely unpracticed and sexy as hell. Luca ground his dick against the man in his arms while the third man thrust his groin against Luca’s ass as the music thumped out a sensuous beat. Kane had an overwhelming urge to leave his date’s side, run out to the dance floor, and rip the two men away from Luca.  
 
    “I can’t watch this anymore,” Kimber said and Kane tore his gaze away from the three men, looking down at her. The expression on her face was one of disgust and for a moment, he was shocked as he looked at her. The very thought of being disgusted when looking at Luca was simply ludicrous. The man was anything but disgusting. In Kane’s mind, he was golden and beautiful, even in another man’s arms. He stared at Kimber and then blocked her face with his drink as he downed it, turning halfway around and thumping the empty glass on the bar. When he turned back to Kimber, she had both hands on her hips and she was glaring at him.  
 
    “What?” he asked.  
 
    “Why didn’t you take me to a straight club? I don’t need to see this kind of perversion.”  
 
    Perversion?  
 
    “We should go,” Kane said, dragging his gaze back to the dance floor where Luca was now staring right at him. He’d stopped dancing and now stood on the dance floor while the other two men he was with were locked in an embrace, kissing each other with a whole lot of tongue. It wasn’t the fact that Luca was staring at him with an expression of complete and utter hurt, but instead, the fact that he broke their gaze almost as soon as Kane caught sight of him. When Luca looked pointedly at Kimber and then back at him, the mask of pain vanished as complete resignation slid down over his beautiful features. The expression of hopelessness that shuttered Luca’s features was sudden and it made Kane’s heart ache.  
 
    Kane felt like he’d been punched in the gut but as Luca turned away and walked off the dance floor, leaving his two friends behind, Kane knew he had to do something. He leaned down to Kimber and whispered.  
 
    “I need to use the bathroom.”  
 
    He didn’t wait for her answer but took off in the same direction Luca had gone, weaving his way toward the back of the club. Kane had been to Carina’s many times and he knew there was a back door to the club. He took a moment to wonder if that’s where Luca had been headed but since the bathrooms were also in this direction, he knew he’d have to check them out as well. He pushed his way through the crowd, looking over the top of people for Luca’s dark head with natural blond highlights.  
 
    Damn, he looked gorgeous tonight. He was wearing tight black jeans that hugged his narrow hips and a form-fitting turquoise shirt that clung to his abs, showing them off as he’d been dancing. His shiny black Doc Marten boots—as usual—were worn without socks. Kane had the sudden overwhelming urge to find Luca and rip every stitch off him. He desperately needed to find him. As he got close to the back of the bar, his endeavors were rewarded as he spotted a bright head ducking into the men’s room. Kane headed straight for it.  
 
    As he stepped inside, he pulled up short, nearly crashing into Luca who was standing there with both hands on his hips and a frown on his face. The very fact that Luca had known he would be following would have been almost funny if not for the look of anger and hurt in his features. Kane came to a halt in front of Luca and then reached out, grabbing both of his biceps and pulling him out of the pathway from the door to the urinals. As Luca nearly did a dolphin twist to get out of his grip, Kane was forced to let go. Luca staggered back against the counter and caught himself as he reached back, steadying himself on the marble.  
 
    “What the hell, Delancey? Go back to your girl,” Luca said before Kane could even open his mouth.  
 
    Kane grinned and stepped up to him, loving the spark of fire in Luca’s light eyes and the way they seemed even brighter whenever they were framed by the fucking black liner he always put around them whenever he went out at night. Kane leaned over Luca, bracing both hands on the counter on either side of his body as he bent toward him.  
 
    “What makes you think she’s my girl and who are you to ask? I just watched you practically fuck two guys on the dance floor,” he growled close to Luca’s mouth, staring into his gorgeous gray-blue eyes.  
 
    “They’re friends. I’m not fucking them,” Luca said, narrowing his eyes and sounding defensive. “Besides, why would you care anyway? You haven’t called in two weeks.” 
 
    Kane felt his heart do a tiny twist because the fact was, none of that was a lie. He hadn’t called and if he stopped to think about it, cornering Luca in the men’s room when Kimber was waiting at the bar was a pretty shitty thing to do. He let go of the countertop and straightened, staring down at Luca and giving a sharp nod.  
 
    “I’m… sorry. You’re right,” he said quietly. “I just saw you out there with those two guys and I… didn’t like it,” he admitted.  
 
    Luca’s mouth dropped open as he stared back at him like he had two heads. “Well, I’m not planning on doing anything with them. Corey wanted me to come out with him and then we spotted Brett and started dancing. It’s nothing. Corey will probably go home with Brett and…” His words trailed off.  
 
    “And you’ll go home with someone else?” Kane couldn’t help but ask, knowing it was a shit thing to do.  
 
    Luca frowned and canted his head toward the door. “You won’t take your girl home?” Kane opened his mouth to speak when Luca held up a hand, placing two fingers over his lips. He shook his head. “Don’t answer that. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    To his horror, Kane heard the way Luca’s voice trembled. He suddenly felt even more sick to his stomach. He’d hurt Luca by not calling and then been an utter asshole by asking a woman out to Carina’s knowing there was a possibility he would run into Luca here. It had been a dick move. He didn’t need to prove he was straight to anyone and the fact was, Luca hadn’t cared when Kane reminded him that he was. Luca had never expected Kane to take him out in public where they might be seen by his friends… he’d been fine to stay in bed with him and fuck like he was Kane’s dirty little secret.  
 
    All Kane could bring himself to do was shrug. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Luca sniffed and stared at him, offering a ghost of a smile. “No reason to be sorry, Delancey. You never led me on. It was fun until it wasn’t.” He looked away and then took a step to walk around him but Kane couldn’t let him go like that. He reached out and grabbed his arm, pulling Luca up short. When he turned gray-blue eyes up to him, they were clouded and his lip was trembling.  
 
    “I’m… sorry,” Kane repeated, weakly. It wasn’t what he wanted to say but it’s all that came out. 
 
    Luca blinked watery eyes at him as Kane let go of his arm. “Me too, Delancey. Take care.”  
 
    Kane opened his mouth to say something else but before he could, Luca broke eye contact and walked away. He watched him disappear through the doorway and when the door closed, it felt like thunder crashing in his ears.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “How was your date?”  
 
    Kane looked across the expanse of his desk which butted up to Kelly’s, forcing him to be face to face with his partner as they worked. She looked bored but he knew better. He could just lie to her but the excellent detective in her would see through it in a second.  
 
    “It sucked if you must know,” Kane said.  
 
    Her lips twitched and then turned up into a smile. “Why?”  
 
    “Because we ran into Luca at Carina’s and… let’s just say, Kimber isn’t the most open-minded person.” Kane inwardly cringed even as he said it.  
 
    Kelly frowned. “You mean she’s a homophobic piece of shit?”  
 
    Kane sighed. “Something like that.” He rubbed both hands over his face and looked across the desks at her. “Anyway, we had one drink and I took her home.”  
 
    Kelly smiled. “Did you walk her to her door, Delancey?” The singsong tone of her voice irritated him.  
 
    “I always walk my dates to the door.” 
 
    “Except Luca,” she said. “Then again, since you never take him out, that’s not a problem for you.”  
 
    “Knock it off,” he said sourly. “I told you I’m not talking about Luca with you.”  
 
    She sighed. “Kane, that man is the best thing that ever happened to you. When you were with him, you were almost a nice guy.”  
 
    He stood up quickly, grabbing his empty coffee mug. “You want coffee?” 
 
    “Fine.” She waved at his chair. “Sit your ass down. I get it. I won’t bring him up again,” she said. “Besides, I have something to tell you.”  
 
    He frowned but did as she asked and sat heavily in his desk chair, setting the mug down.  
 
    “What is it? Talk to me, partner.”  
 
    Kelly dragged her eyes away and glanced around the room before returning her gaze to him. 
 
    “Cassidy and Mike were over here a while ago,” Kelly said. “But now I don’t see them.”   
 
    “What is it? What did they want?” 
 
    Kelly stared at him, all amusement gone from her expression. “There’s some news about Enoch Moore.”  
 
    “What about him?” Kane asked. He felt his blood run cold.  
 
    “Well you know they sent him back to prison in Connecticut after he and Brandon were scooped up by the FBI?” she asked, 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know all that. What’s going on with Enoch?”  
 
    “Oh, here they are,” Kelly said, looking over Kane’s shoulder. 
 
    “He’s dead,” a deep male voice said from behind Kane. He twisted and saw Detective Cassidy Ryan walking up, followed by his partner, Mike Williams. Cassidy stopped at Kane’s desk and reached out a hand. Kane stood, shaking Cassidy’s hand and then Mike’s. “He passed away in the prison hospital yesterday morning.”  
 
    “Too bad. I’d have liked to see him live long enough to see his son convicted of murder and various other crimes,” Kane said.  
 
    “Yeah, well, we can’t have everything we want,” Kelly said. The cell phone on her desk buzzed and she looked down, reading a text, before glancing back at Kane. “Lincoln Snow and his partner are here with that US Marshal. They’re on their way up.”  
 
    “I guess that’s our cue to make ourselves scarce,” Mike said, slapping his partner on the shoulder. “Come on, Cass, I’ll buy you that coffee and a Danish.”  
 
    “You’re making my stomach growl,” Kelly called after them as they walked away. When she turned back, Kane was staring at her. “What? I didn’t eat this morning. I figured we could grab an early lunch,” She offered him a small smile but when Kane didn’t smile back, she leaned forward. “What the hell is wrong with you today?” 
 
    Kane felt himself flinch. The truth was, seeing Luca the night before had bothered him more than he wanted to admit. As many times as he told himself he wasn’t gay or even bisexual, he couldn’t get the man out of his mind. By denying how he felt when he had Luca in his arms, he’d only made himself miserable. When he’d seen Luca after two long weeks, the urge to pull him into his arms had been almost overwhelming but he knew it would never work with him. Kane’s plans for a traditional marriage and family still hadn’t changed. He should have never kissed Luca. Starting something sexual with him was an even bigger mistake. He’d been an idiot but he had to put it behind him for his own sanity.  
 
    “I’m out of sorts.” He scrubbed a hand over his face as if wiping his thoughts away before focusing on Kelly again. “Anyway, at least Moore is dead. Let’s just hope the charges against Brandon actually stick.” He frowned momentarily as he remembered something. “Did you ever get the list of evidence that was collected from Lance and Shield, Moore’s bar?”  
 
    Kelly shook her head. “No, but we can ask Snow when he gets here. He’s always been cooperative.” 
 
    “Lincoln’s a good guy. So’s his partner.”  
 
    “Thank you!”  
 
    Kane turned around and smiled when he saw Lincoln Snow walking into the squad room followed by his taller partner, Mac McCallahan, and Deputy US Marshal Brady whom he’d met once before. He shook the men’s hands.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Kelly said, also shaking hands with the men.  
 
    “Murphy,” Lincoln replied. “You both remember Marshal Brady?”  
 
    “Sure,” Kane said. He waved a hand at an interview room. “You want to take this discussion somewhere private?”  
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” Brady said. “I have some things I’d like to go over about Brandon Moore’s case but I also need to update you on the status of the WITSEC list.”  
 
    Kane noticed that Brady had dropped his voice to a near whisper and he figured he didn’t want to have the conversation about the hacked WITSEC list in public. He nodded and led the way to the interview room that contained a small table and two chairs. They had to drag in folding chairs for the rest of them. Kane missed the big conference room in his office at the ATF where it was comfortable to spread out. Unfortunately this room wasn’t the most private place in the station but it beat sitting their visitors in an interrogation room.  
 
    “So, please update us on Brandon Moore,” Kelly said, looking at Snow after they were all seated. 
 
    “We were able to get a great deal of information on Brandon Moore from the computer in his house,” Lincoln began. “We traced emails to a dummy account that we’ve now learned is a sort of back channel recruitment magazine for Eastern European mercenaries.”  
 
    “I presume the Ukrainian hitman he hired came from there?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Yes. Our cyber division was able to decrypt them yesterday. With those emails, we can tie Brandon Moore to the murder of several people both here and back in Boston,” Lincoln said. “We can also tie Moore to the robberies themselves since there were emails to and from a diamond cutting company in the Antwerp diamond district in Belgium known to use laser etchings to mark large and rare stones. In one decrypted email from the diamond cutter, the dealer told Moore where he could take the stones in LA to have the laser etchings removed.”  
 
    “That’s great,” Kane said.  
 
    “Yeah, we were pretty happy with that. At least that’s one evil bastard who’ll be going to prison for the rest of his life,” Lincoln said.  
 
    “I’m getting the impression they won’t be closing up shop in LA, however,” Kelly said, sounding bleak.  
 
    Lincoln and Mac both shook their heads. “Unfortunately, no,” Lincoln said. “You remember Martin Carlow, Brandon Moore’s right-hand man?”  
 
    “The big bodyguard?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “That’s the one,” Lincoln said. 
 
    “What about him?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Well, unfortunately, he wasn’t at the bar when our teams went in to arrest Brandon Moore and his father,” Lincoln said, sighing. “We had eyes on the pub all morning but Martin must have slipped out somehow.”  
 
    “That was during the second robbery?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “Right,” Mac said, speaking up for the first time. Kane looked over at the huge man. He rarely spoke but he knew guys like Mac who were well-trained former military. Kane had seen the man in action and he was relieved he was on their side. 
 
    “Okay, so what did you turn up during the search?” Kane asked.  
 
    Lincoln frowned. “Are you asking about the wooden box Moore kept beside the register?” 
 
    Kane felt his stomach do a flip-flop. “You mean the box where he kept the gun that killed my father?” 
 
    “Well, we believe that’s what he kept there,” Mac said. “Unfortunately, after a thorough search, it seems that the box vanished along with Carlow.”  
 
    “Shit,” Kane said. “You think he took it with him on his own, or do you think Moore gave it to him for safekeeping?”  
 
    “We caught Moore and his father by surprise when we arrested them. We’ve speculated that Carlow was possibly planning on making a move to take over the business and it just happened to coincide with the arrests, though we can’t be certain. One thing is likely, though. We think your cover as dirty cops is still intact,” Lincoln said.  
 
    “Why?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Well, according to the agents who arrested him, Moore was shocked as hell that his operation had been found out,” Lincoln said with a small smile. “He was pretty closemouthed during questioning, smug almost. It’s like he thinks he’ll skate on the robberies and murders because he has someone in the police department. We can’t be sure, but we think your cover held.” 
 
    “Okay, so let me get this straight,” Kane said. “Carlow just took the box? Do you think he knew we weren’t dirty?” Kane asked.  
 
    “At this point, we can’t be certain but even if he figured out you were undercover as crooked cops, we believe he’d lie low until he could get the hell out of Dodge without anyone noticing. For such a big guy, he’s remarkably good at sneaking around. We’re not sure why he stole the box and vanished but we’re hoping that at some point, when he does surface, we can put you and Murphy back in undercover. If we can catch Carlow at something nefarious, we can close this branch of the mob down entirely.” 
 
    “Okay, so if you’re right and our cover wasn’t blown, Carlow will still have the blessing of the bosses back in Boston,” Kelly said. “In addition, what incentive does Brandon Moore have to keep his mouth shut about things? What if you’re wrong and he did figure out we’re not really dirty cops?”  
 
    Lincoln frowned. “He only knows that he was arrested based on a wiretap. He doesn’t have to know you planted the bug, Murphy. For all he knows, the bug was in the bar somewhere, not his apartment above the pub.”  
 
    “When his attorneys get discovery on the case, they’ll realize the bug was planted upstairs where Brandon and Enoch did most of their scheming,” Kane said. 
 
    “The prosecutor isn’t sure he’ll need the wiretaps yet. Moore’s boys were caught red-handed at the jewelry store and the robbers’ phones were full of texts and calls between themselves and Moore. In addition, we have Moore’s emails that prove he was involved in the robberies and the hiring of the Ukrainian,” Lincoln said. “The prosecutor won’t introduce the wiretaps unless he absolutely has to.” 
 
    “Which means our cover should remain intact,” Kelly said, smiling slightly.  
 
    “Yes,” Lincoln replied. “It should but we will proceed with caution in any case.” 
 
    “If I were to guess, I’d say Martin Carlow will stay hidden until he has a new crew in place,” Kelly said. 
 
    “He’d be stupid not to,” Lincoln said. He looked away from Kelly and over at Marshal Brady who’d been silent to this point. “We’re not so sure he plans on going into business the same way Brandon Moore was in business. In fact, we think he might be the one who hacked into WITSEC and stole the list for Brandon and Enoch Moore.”  
 
    “He doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d have those kind of hacking skills,” Kane scoffed. “He’s more of a thug.”  
 
    “Don’t underestimate him,” Brady said. “True, he’s a thug but he’s a thug with a computer science degree. He’s perfectly capable of being the hacker and if he’s not, he’s certainly capable of buying the list from someone who is. He still has connections to that world.” 
 
    “So, what can we do for you, Brady?” Kane asked, knowing he sounded short. He couldn’t keep the frown off his face and he dreaded the real reason the marshal was there.  
 
    Brady nodded, looking him squarely in the eye as he spoke. “The reason I’m here this morning is to reiterate that we’ve been monitoring everyone we have in protection as we told you before. But, I have to tell you, not all our protectees are monitored as closely as some others. It’s not our policy to routinely show up on someone’s doorstep or drop in on them if they’ve been in the program for decades like your mother and sister unless they make first contact. Showing up without reason tends to put them at a greater risk. In cases like this latest threat however, we have notified all of our protectees of a possible leak and we are all on high alert for problems.”  
 
    Kane nodded. “I can see that.”  
 
    “And then again, there are protectees who voluntarily leave the program or just ghost us for whatever reason,” Brady said. 
 
    “So, you’re telling us that you have some protectees that are out of pocket,” Kane said. “These people who are ghosting you?” 
 
    Brady sighed. “Yes. We can’t protect people who don’t want our protection or get tired of us. A lot of the time, people simply become complacent over time. They believe that as more time has passed, the people wanting them dead have forgotten all about them. Or, they miss their families or communities so they initiate contact which just puts everyone in danger, even us.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Brady nodded slowly. “Anyway, now that we’re fairly certain we were hacked, we’re having all marshals check on their protectees in person but as I said, some have gone off our grid and we’re trying to locate them. In the Los Angeles area alone, we have a handful of protectees that are unaccounted for and we’re doing our best to locate them all as quickly as possible. This is why the US Marshal service asked you to stay on at the LAPD. We think it’s important that you assume your undercover is still intact unless we learn any different.” 
 
    “And if Martin Carlow knows we’re not dirty?” Kane said. He glanced at Kelly before looking back at Brady. “Look, we’ll do whatever you want us to do. It looks like he’s the real bad guy. I just find it ironic that he’s always been smarter than Enoch and Brandon.”  
 
    “Kane’s right. You have to admit, it’s kind of disturbing,” Kelly said, “but tell us what you know about Carlow and we’ll start looking for him.” She shot Kane a sidelong glance. “We are detectives after all.”  
 
    Kane sent Kelly a minuscule nod. 
 
    “At the moment, all we want you to do is to work the streets and find Carlow. He’s our best lead on the hacked list so he’s our top priority—aside from assuring the safety of our protectees.” 
 
    “All right,” Kane said, turning from Brady back to Snow. “We’ll need whatever the FBI has on Carlow.” 
 
    “No problem,” Lincoln said. “We’ll get you everything we have on him and the organization. Meanwhile, we’ll let Marshal Brady get back to work. It sounds like he’s got a lot on his plate with protectees to find.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Brady said. 
 
    As they all stood and shook hands, Kane was relieved—to a point. At least he now knew why he’d been asked to stay under with the LAPD. He glanced at Kelly who was laughing at something Mac said. He liked working with her. She kept him honest just like Dev, his partner at the ATF. He wondered whether he’d ever get back there. For the foreseeable future, he’d remain a cop.  
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    Luca reached over the glass counter and handed a drawstring bag to his customer. He gave her a brilliant smile before thanking her for her purchase and she thanked him back before turning to walk out of Auerbach’s Jewelers past the two armed guards on duty. Even though his boss had been assured that the robberies should stop now that the perpetrators had been caught, Luca had been told that the guards would remain a permanent fixture at the store. Stephen Auerbach had insisted on it. 
 
    He glanced over at Chris, the part-time college student who worked for him. He was showing a watch with a pave diamond face to an older woman. She smiled and handed the watch back to Chris, reaching into her purse to produce a credit card. When Chris walked over to the register where Luca stood, he was beaming.  
 
    “Eight thousand dollars. Nice,” Chris hissed under his breath.  
 
    Luca grinned. Chris usually worked in the late afternoon when he didn’t have any classes and Luca had scheduled him to close the store with him tonight. Since this branch of Auerbach’s was free-standing and not in a mall, they closed at eight. It was nearly seven now and since it took an hour to put the jewelry away in the safe, Luca walked over to a case with 14-karat gold chains and opened it to begin pulling pads.  
 
    Going to Carina’s the night before had been a horrible mistake. Ever since Kane had stopped calling, he’d been trying not to cry. After the robbers had been arrested, they’d spent a lot of time together, most of it in bed. But as time went by, Luca could almost feel Kane pulling away more and more. When he’d made the mistake of telling his best friend Corey about Kane, after missing several opportunities to go out club hopping, Corey had warned him what a mistake he was making. Luca was a proud gay man and dating a guy so obviously in the closet was a huge mistake.  
 
    The bottom line was that Luca had lost himself in Kane. He’d wanted him almost from the first moment he’d seen him. He’d not only admired Kane’s brawny build and gruff nature, but when he’d finally been cajoled into going to bed with Luca, he’d lost himself in the wonder he’d seen in Kane’s eyes as they’d made love. That, of course, had been Luca’s problem. He’d equated their time in bed together as being something that meant more than just sex. He’d come to realize over the past weeks that he was just too young. He’d fooled himself into thinking that Kane liked him enough to want to keep him because of how attentive and amazing he was with him when they were horizontal.  
 
    Kane was more interesting than Luca had thought at first glance. Each time Luca had come into contact with the man, he’d learned just a little bit more about him. When he’d seen him at Marty’s that first night, literally running into him, he’d seen wonder in his expression as he’d watched him up on stage. When he’d met him after the jewelry store robbery, he’d felt hostility and he couldn’t pin down a reason until he finally decided he was in denial of his feelings but that was before Kane had kissed him in the elevator. By the time they’d slept together a few times, Luca was convinced that he was making progress… that Kane’s walls were falling.  
 
    What had changed?  
 
    Luca couldn’t put his finger on things. Maybe Kane’s feelings were growing stronger and once he realized it, he couldn’t come to terms with it. Maybe someone in his family had found out that Kane was sleeping with a man. Maybe a coworker had found out. As far as Luca knew, Kane’s partner Kelly was the only person who knew they’d been seeing each other and Kelly liked him. Maybe he needed to stop guessing and just let it go. 
 
    As he finished pulling the pads and locking the safe, he said goodbye to Chris and locked up. He was waiting at the bus stop when his phone rang. He dug it out of his pocket and saw Corey’s face on the screen. He swiped the phone, connecting the call.  
 
    “What’s up, Corey?” Luca asked, hearing the exhaustion in his own voice.  
 
    “Hey, babe. What happened last night? You were dancing with Brett and me and then you just disappeared.” 
 
    “I ran into Kane and I lost my happy place. The last thing I wanted to do was hang around feeling like that.”  
 
    “What was Kane doing at Carina’s?” Corey sounded quite shocked.  
 
    Luca sighed, feeling his stomach roll. “He was there with a girl and since I didn’t want anyone to see me cry, I left.”  
 
    “Oh my God! He’s a fucking bastard, Luca. What the hell you ever saw in him, I will never know.”  
 
    “You warned me but I’m a stubborn idiot. You know that, Corey.” Luca could hear the anger in his best friend’s voice but he knew it was only out of love for him.  
 
    “Where are you?” Corey said, interrupting his dark thoughts.  
 
    “At the bus stop. I just got off work.”  
 
    “Come and meet me and the guys at Barcelona.”  
 
    Luca remembered the last time he’d been at Barcelona, a hot gay bar with go-go boys, not far from his apartment in West Hollywood. He’d been dragged out of the place by Kane and accused of being a hustler. He hadn’t returned since. Maybe he needed to go back and face his demons. At least he thought he had demons. The way Kane had ghosted him after being so attentive with him—in bed at least—had almost given Luca a crisis of confidence. Seeing him at Carina’s with a woman had been the last nail in the coffin of their tenuous relationship. Now that he knew they were truly over, he told himself that it was time to move on. Besides, the likelihood of seeing Kane at Barcelona’s again was pretty slim. The lawman had made up his mind that he was straight, it seemed, so going to a gay bar wouldn’t be in the cards.  
 
    “Fine. I’ll be there. I need to go home and change first.”  
 
    “Well, hurry. We’re all here and you have some catching up to do,” Corey said before hanging up.  
 
    Luca stepped onto the bus feeling resigned and relaxed for the first time in weeks. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Luca walked up to the bar at Barcelona, hoping to run into the handsome bartender who’d once asked him out. All the bartenders at the club were gorgeous but he’d had some sort of connection with this one. That night he’d been at the bar for a birthday party so he hadn’t been able to take the man up on his offer but tonight, Luca was anxious to move on. He really needed to get his life back under control again. Ever since Kane had stopped calling, he felt he was going off the rails and seeing Kane last night was the absolute worst. He wondered whether Kane had orchestrated the encounter when he had a girl with him. Luca was sick as he thought of what they did after leaving the club. For a few seconds, Luca pictured Kane’s gorgeous body pressed against the brunette’s naked curves and pain rose up in him so quickly, he actually tasted bile.  
 
    “What can I get you, doll?”  
 
    Luca shook away the dark thoughts that seemed to be drowning him and smiled at the blond bartender. He was tall and thin but he had a killer smile with a small gap in his two front teeth that made him look kind of goofy. Luca cleared his throat.  
 
    “Give me a Long Island Iced Tea, please.” 
 
    “Comin’ right up,” the bartender said, winking before walking away.  
 
    Luca turned his back to the bar while he waited for his drink and searched the large club for any sign of Corey. He knew he’d be with a big group of people. He always surrounded himself with their friends. They were all about the same age as Luca—early twenties—and very few of them had any direction to their lives. They were fun to hang around with because all they thought or seemed to care about was getting laid and partying. Luca decided that’s what he needed tonight. He needed to cut loose and just enjoy himself.  
 
    “Here you go!”  
 
    Luca spun around and smiled at the bartender as he placed the tall glass on a napkin. He paid for the drink, left a large tip, and left the bar area, strolling around the club to search out his friends. He was happy when he spotted Freddy who was standing all alone, leaning against a pillar and staring up at a go-go boy who was undulating around a sleek pole in a sexy display of manhood. Freddy seemed to be engrossed in the dance because he didn’t even look over at Luca as he walked right up to him.  
 
    “Hey, Freddy, how are you?” Luca said, loud enough to be heard over the loud music. Freddy looked over and when their eyes met, Luca realized, almost immediately, that his friend was on something. His eyes were glassy and seemed unfocused as he stared at him. It took him almost half a minute to recognize Luca and when he did, he pushed off the pillar and stumbled into him, nearly knocking Luca over as he threw his arms around him. His drink sloshed between them, wetting Luca’s favorite shirt.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Luca hugged Freddy back and when he did, he could feel his ribcage. He’d gotten very thin. He’d always been a slender version of gym bunny so seeing him without any meat on him was very strange. It had only been a couple of months since he’d last seen Freddy in this very bar, but the stark change in him was unnerving. When Luca was finally able to extricate himself from Freddy’s embrace, he stepped back and looked into his friend’s face. This close, Luca was surprised to see the dark circles under his eyes. His cheekbones were pointy and his skin seemed to be stretched paper thin over his prominent nose and forehead.  
 
    “Luca. How are you?” Freddy slurred. 
 
    The man wasn’t holding a drink so he’d either downed several before Luca arrived, or there was some other substance on board. Luca never did drugs. He was sensitive to most medication, even over the counter cold remedies, so he’d never tried the illegal drugs some of his friends used. Most of the time, it was only pot but once in a while, he was offered something stronger: Molly—ecstasy—or some kind of stimulant. He knew the street names of some of them, but he wanted no part of them. A friend in high school in Florida had died of a heroin overdose and that had sealed the deal for Luca. He didn’t take drugs but he knew the signs and Freddy had them. It was strange to say the least. Luca had never seen him indulge in drugs of any kind.  
 
    “Hey, babe,” Luca said, holding on to both of Freddy’s biceps to keep him steady on his feet. “What’s goin’ on? You okay? You look a little pale.”  
 
    Freddy’s smile was sloppy and he weaved a little on his feet. “No, man, I’m good, Luca. Got me a new man and I’m good.”  
 
    Luca offered a tentative smile, wondering whether this new man had given Freddy whatever he was on. He patted Freddy on one cheek and his friend turned his head into Luca’s hand, kissing him in the middle of his palm. When he laid his head sideways into Luca’s hand and looked up at him, it was almost sweet.  
 
    “Take me home and fuck me, Luca,” Freddy said.  
 
    Luca frowned. They’d never slept together. What he and Freddy had was a friendship and a sometimes tense one at that. Freddy was prone to want to kiss Luca on the mouth every time they saw each other and Luca didn’t do that. He rarely kissed on the mouth and the last person he’d let kiss him had torn his heart out, so he wasn’t about to let that happen. The very last person he’d take to bed was Freddy, especially in the condition he was in at the moment. Even if he were right, it wouldn’t happen. The man wasn’t his type. Besides, why would he want to ruin a perfectly nice casual friendship by fucking the man? He let his hand drop and Freddy swayed a little as he stood up straighter.  
 
    “Why don’t you let me get you some coffee, honey?” 
 
    Freddy snorted. “Why would I want coffee? We’re at a bar, Luca.” Freddy reached for Luca, grabbing him by both hips as he pulled him against his groin. He leaned in and spoke beside Luca’s ear. “I wanna get laaaaaaaid, baby. Take me home and fuck me,” he drawled. 
 
    Luca pulled back, sloshing the full drink he still held over his hand and cursing himself. “I’m not going home with you, Freddy. You don’t look so good. Let me buy you some coffee. You like Starbucks and there’s one a block from here. Come on. We’ll walk. The cold air will be good for you anyway.” 
 
    “Can’t go,” Freddy said, dropping his hands and looking at Luca, finally seeming to be able to focus. “Can’t go ‘till I… earn.”  
 
    Luca wasn’t sure he’d heard him right. It sounded like he said he couldn’t leave the club until he earned but that couldn’t be right. The only way he could earn in a club was to pick up someone who was willing to pay for his services. Freddy wasn’t an escort. He worked as a paralegal for a law firm in Century City. He’d recently gotten his certification and he was well on his way to big things, even contemplating law school in the future.  
 
    “Freddy, I don’t know what you’re talking about but you have to let me take you for some…”  
 
    “I’m not drinking coffee, Luca!” Freddy interrupted him, looking angry for the first time. Apparently, Luca had pushed him too far. “I gotta get a couple dates and then I’ll leave. You won’t fuck me. I’ll find someone who will.” With that, Freddy spun on his heel and lurched away, disappearing into the crush of bodies surrounding the dance floor. 
 
    Luca just stood there watching his retreating figure, wondering what the fuck just happened. Was it even possible that Freddy had become an escort? He was young and beautiful and until just now, Luca had always thought he had great prospects for his future. Not all of his friends had ambition or a good job like Freddy did. Most of them were still trying to figure out what the hell they wanted to do with their lives so seeing Freddy like this was upsetting.  
 
    Luca looked down at his drink and lifted the half-empty glass to his lips, drinking it quickly. He turned, set the glass down on a table, and headed for the bathroom to wash his sticky hand and dab at his silk shirt with some water. Maybe he could salvage the shirt after all this. After finishing up in the bathroom, he went back out into the club, spotting Corey and a group of their friends. He was still worrying about Freddy but determined to keep his mind occupied and off Kane Delancey. He was done being upset about the man.  
 
    Corey threw his arms around Luca’s neck and hugged him close, speaking into his ear over the loud thump of trance music.  
 
    “Where on earth have you been? I talked to you an hour and a half ago.” Corey kissed him on the cheek. “Where’s your drink?” He didn’t wait for an answer but just grabbed Luca’s hand and began dragging him away from the other guys toward the bar. Luca snorted and followed, happy to see Corey again. It had only been twenty-four hours but he loved his best friend. He was a free spirit. He intended on getting nice and drunk before grabbing an Uber and going home. He didn’t have to work in the morning and the only thing he had to do was catch up on laundry and do some grocery shopping. After getting their drinks, they turned and leaned against the bar side by side, looking out at the dancers, writhing against each other.  
 
    “How’d it go with Brett?” Luca asked, finally turning to look at Corey.  
 
    Corey smirked and leaned close. “He’s a great lay. It’s just too bad he has that laugh.”  
 
    Luca snorted, knowing exactly what Corey was talking about. “Oh… my… God! It’s so annoying. He sounds just like a howler monkey. Seriously, every time I hear it, I think I’m at the zoo.”  
 
    Corey laughed hard, holding a hand over his stomach as he nodded. “You’re right,” he gasped. “It sounds just like that which is why I can hardly talk to the guy. I’m always afraid I’m gonna say something funny and be subjected to it so I have to remain stoic and serious all the time.”  
 
    Luca laughed and slung an arm around Corey. “I feel for you, babe, but at least you got laid.”  
 
    “You could have come home with us,” Corey said, winking.  
 
    Luca gaped at him. They’d both decided a long time ago that they’d never sleep together. They were much better keeping things just as they were. True friendship was hard to find and even harder to hold on to. The last thing he wanted was to screw up his relationship with Corey by crawling into bed with him. Besides, he’d never thought it was a good idea to do a threesome anyway. He’d never had the desire to. It seemed like it would be a lot of work anyway. Just figuring out who did what to whom with what seemed like a lot of planning to make it equitable. When he was ready to get laid, the last thing he wanted to do was to try to be fair with both men. No thanks. It wasn’t for him. Judging by the smirk and wink Corey was giving him, he hadn’t been serious about it anyway.  
 
    “Did you see Freddy tonight?” Luca asked, suddenly remembering his earlier encounter. 
 
    Corey shook his head. “I haven’t seen him in a while. Was he here?”  
 
    “Yeah, I ran into him earlier and he didn’t look so good,” Luca said, frowning.  
 
    “The last time I saw him was with you… remember, the night we came here for the birthday party? I’m kind of surprised he’s back at the club scene though.”  
 
    “Why?” Luca asked. “What have you heard?”  
 
    “I heard he’s been hustling but like I said, I haven’t seen him around. He’s not in the back of any of the magazines either,” Corey said, shrugging his shoulders. Luca knew a lot of escorts put ads in the back of skin mags and on popular porn sites, not that he’d ever been in the market.  
 
    “He didn’t look good and I’m pretty sure he was on something,” Luca said, frowning as he took another sip of his Long Island.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not surprised he was high if he’s actually hustling. I could have sworn he was dating someone seriously, though,” Corey said.  
 
    Luca raised an eyebrow. “Why?”  
 
    “After you left Barcelona, a really good-looking guy asked him to dance.” Corey suddenly turned and faced him and then reached out and slapped him on the bicep. “Wait a minute. You danced with the same guy that night.”  
 
    Luca pursed his lips, trying to remember. He’d only danced with one guy the night of the birthday party before Kane dragged him out of the club. In fact, Kane had been really pissed off because he’d danced with the guy. He’d actually accused Luca of being a sex worker because the man he’d been dancing with was some kind of pimp from San Diego where Kane had been an actual detective and not the ATF agent he was now. 
 
    “That guy’s name was Slade, I think. That’s the guy Freddy’s been dating?” Luca asked in surprise.  
 
    Corey looked over at him and nodded before taking a long drink of his rum and coke. “I guess he’s dating that guy. I saw him about a week later and he told me he’d been out with the guy more than once but since then, I haven’t seen Freddy around. You talked to him?” 
 
    “Yeah and let me tell you, Corey, Freddy was out of it. I’m pretty sure he was high. He asked me to fuck him,” Luca said.  
 
    Corey’s jaw dropped. “He actually asked you to fuck him?” 
 
    “He did which is why I know something is wrong. That and the fact that he looks horrible. He was never a really big guy to begin with but now, he just looks gaunt and sick. I’m pretty certain he’s on heroin or something like it. His pupils were pinpricks and he was unfocused, not to mention, the way he looked at me and talked to me. There’s definitely something going on. When I told him I’d like to take him to get some coffee, he got really mad and stormed away but not before saying he couldn’t leave until he’d had a couple dates. In my mind, that can only mean one thing.”  
 
    “He is hustling then,” Corey decided. “That is so weird. He’s got a great job and a big future. His boss loves him.”  
 
    Corey looked just as perplexed as Luca was. His first thought was that he should call Kane and tell him about Freddy. Since Kane knew this Slade guy, maybe he would tell Luca what to do about his friend. Almost the moment he thought it, he realized he couldn’t call Kane or anyone else… unless… 
 
    He turned and set his unfinished drink on the bar before grabbing Corey and hugging him hard.  
 
    “What?” Corey asked, laughing. “What brought that on?” 
 
    “I gotta go, babe.”  
 
    Corey’s face screwed up. “Come on, Luca. You just got here. It seems like ages since we actually hung out together. What’s so fucking important?”  
 
    Luca leaned close and kissed Corey on the cheek before turning and starting to walk away. “I promise I’ll call you tomorrow, babe. I gotta go.”  
 
    “Shit. Luca!” Corey called but Luca was already anxious to get out of the place so that he could make a call in relative peace. He stepped out of the bar and pulled out his phone, walking away from the line of people taking out IDs to show the bouncers standing at the entrance of Barcelona. When he was in a quiet spot, he called up the number he needed and hit the dial button. A few rings later, Kelly Murphy answered.  
 
    “Luca?” She must have saved his number in caller ID.  
 
    “Hey, Kelly. Listen, I kind of need your help. Are you at work?”  
 
    “Just leaving the station, sweetheart. Is everything all right?”  
 
    Luca could hear concern in the tone of her voice. “I’m okay. This is about a friend. Can you come to meet me somewhere?”  
 
    “Where are you now?” Kelly asked. Her voice was always kind and Luca loved knowing that if he needed help, he could call a member of the police force without it being Kane, the man he now called “just another fling that ended badly.” 
 
    “I’m at a club called Barcelona in West Hollywood. Do you know it?” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Luca could tell she was walking and when he heard the beep of her car alarm, he knew she had to be in the parking lot at the police station where she worked.  
 
    “Okay, there’s a small diner around the corner. It’s called Gary’s Place. Can you meet me there? I need some advice.” He didn’t really know what Kelly could do for Freddy but he had to give it a try. If this Slade guy really had Freddy in his clutches—turning tricks for him or whatever—Luca had to make someone aware of the fact that the pimp was working in the clubs. Kane had strongly warned him. He’d made Luca realize that this man was dangerous so Luca had to talk to Kelly.  
 
    “I know where it is. Give me about…” She hesitated as if consulting her watch for the time. “Give me about a half hour. Maybe twenty minutes but either way, I’m coming to you.” 
 
    “Okay… hey… don’t say anything to Kane, okay?” 
 
    “No problem, sweetie. I’m on my way.” The call disconnected and Luca breathed out a sigh of relief, taking off down the block as he walked to Gary’s Place. Once he talked to Kelly, he might get some sleep tonight. He really hoped Freddy was going to be okay. Seeing him in that condition had really freaked him out.  
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    Luca looked up from his stack of pancakes as Kelly walked up to the table. She looked great and he couldn’t help but smile up at her. Her gorgeous curly red hair was drawn into a loose ponytail at the back of her neck. He stood up immediately and she put out her arms, drawing him into a tight hug. From the moment he’d met the detective he’d liked her, possibly because she was warm and friendly, the exact opposite of her partner, Kane. She’d encouraged him to be himself around her and Luca had been impressed by the way she cared about people, putting them at ease rather than putting them at odds like her partner.  
 
    “How are you, Luca?” she asked, taking a seat across from him as the hostess held out a menu. She looked up and said, “The pancakes look good. I’ll have those too.”  
 
    Luca smiled at her and drizzled boysenberry syrup over his stack. “How are you? You look great.”  
 
    “I’m fine, honey but you didn’t tell me what’s going on with you. You sounded worried on the phone.” She let the statement hang and Luca shrugged.  
 
    “This isn’t about me. You know everything there is to know about me,” he said, offering a forced smile. He didn’t want to talk about his feelings about Kane dumping him but he knew that she’d probably pry it out of him. “First things first, I ran into a friend at Barcelona tonight and I’m worried. He looked bad… I mean thin and gaunt with hollow cheeks and I’m pretty sure he was on something pretty strong. It took him several seconds to even recognize me and he was wobbly.”  
 
    Kelly frowned. “Wobbly on his feet? He wasn’t just drunk?”  
 
    “He probably was but there was something more to it. Being drunk wouldn’t make him look sickly and he definitely did. His color was gray and to be honest, I’ve only seen that in people I know use drugs on a regular basis.” Luca couldn’t help but frown as he looked down at the syrup turning his pancakes a brilliant purple as it soaked in.  
 
    “What do you think he was using? Hard drugs?” she asked, sounding concerned.  
 
    “I don’t think he was on the kind of drugs you’d think of as the fun stuff—ecstasy or uppers of some kind. I don’t know. I’ve never tried drugs but he looked unfocused—droopy for lack of a better word. And his eyelids had that half-mast look to them like I’ve seen in heroin users, you know, like they’re about to nod off.” He put down his fork and leaned across the table, talking with his hands. “I swear to you right now, Freddy has never been a drug abuser until now. He has a great job at a Century City law office. He works for a high-priced group of attorneys who pay him well. He has his own apartment and he’s only like twenty-one.”  
 
    “You have your own apartment,” Kelly said, smiling softly.  
 
    “Yeah, but Freddy’s is a hell of a lot nicer than mine. I know he makes great money and he’s always been totally driven to succeed. He’s always been successful—top of his class in college and popular with everyone. The last time I saw him was about two months ago at Barcelona. He looked great. I’m telling you right now, the change in him is profound, like night and day.” He lowered his voice and crooked a finger, asking her to lean closer. “I think he’s hustling.” Luca leaned back.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” Kelly asked, also leaning forward in her seat.  
 
    “First of all, he asked me to go to bed with him but it was in this really desperate way that is totally unlike him. We’ve never had that kind of relationship. Our friendship stops at the edge of the bed. Seriously. He’s never even hinted at wanting to sleep with me. That’s always been off limits for us. And then when I asked him to go with me to get coffee so I could sober him up, he said, he had to stay and have a couple dates first. You know what dates are—tricks. That’s why I think he’s hustling.”  
 
    Kelly nodded and then looked up as her pancakes were delivered. They both tucked into their food for a few minutes. Luca’s pancakes were amazing. Gary’s used real butter, not that margarine crap. He was pretty sure the syrup was homemade; a lot of their food was. The diner was full of club goers who stopped in after dancing so the waitress bustled away to help other patrons.  
 
    “So, if I understand you correctly, you’re worried that your friend Freddy has slipped into a dangerous lifestyle including prostitution and drugs.” Kelly reached across the table and took Luca’s hand. He stared deeply into her kind eyes. “I’d be worried too, Luca, especially if his actions are so out of character, but what can I do to help? I mean, I can check with vice to see if they have any knowledge of his activities and maybe narcotics, though they deal with the dealers and not the end users unless they’re informants.” 
 
    Luca nodded. “That would help and I know you’d be professional no matter how you handled it. But this is the thing, after I saw Freddy tonight, I was talking to Corey, another friend and I asked what he knew about him. He said that the last time he’d seen him was the same night I last saw Freddy. We were celebrating a birthday and we were all there.” Luca cleared his throat, feeling uncomfortable. He suspected Kelly knew about his past relationship with Kane. The two partners shared a lot. She’d even caught them kissing so he was pretty sure he wasn’t outing Kane. Still, it bothered him a bit to spill private things.  
 
    “What is it?” she encouraged.  
 
    He looked her square in the eye and took a deep breath. “The night of the birthday party, this guy asked me to dance. He called himself Slade. He was gorgeous but it was just after the jewelry store robbery and I told him I’d been looking at mug shot books all day. That news made him back off without a word. He just turned and walked away when I told him that.”  
 
    She tilted her head in that way dogs did when they weren’t sure what he was getting at. He went on.  
 
    “Anyway, that night, I was getting ready to go when Kane grabbed my arm and dragged me out of Barcelona. He was super pissed.”  
 
    “Wait. Kane dragged you out of Barcelona? He was at Barcelona?” She looked confused and surprised at the same time.  
 
    Luca shrugged, knowing that he probably looked very uncomfortable to be telling her about Kane’s activities of the night.  
 
    “Yeah, he was there. I don’t have any idea why he was there but apparently he saw me dancing with this Slade guy and he dragged me outside and accused me of being a hustler.”  
 
    Kelly’s eyes widened as she sat back against the cushion of the booth. “Okay, now I’m really interested. Why did he ask you that?”  
 
    Luca sighed. “First he told me that he figured out who I really was. He accused me of being an escort because I knew Slade… whatever. He knew his last name. I can’t remember it. Anyway, he said now that he’d seen us together, he knew I was one of his ‘boys’. When I denied it and told him he was crazy, he told me a story about how he knew the guy.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Kelly leaned forward and picked up her coffee, taking a long sip from the cooling cup.  
 
    “Kane said he knew him from San Diego where he used to be a police detective. He said Slade was a pimp and that I was the kind of guy he liked to keep in his… stable or whatever. I know nothing about hustlers except what I watch on TV or read in books. When I denied it, he told me to stay away from Slade… that he was a murderer but that the cops down in San Diego could never prove it.” 
 
    Kelly nodded her head. “Okay, so what does this have to do with your friend Freddy?”  
 
    “So, as I was telling you, tonight after I saw Corey, he told me that Freddy danced with that Slade dude after I left the birthday party months ago.” Luca was getting excited as he put the facts together. He could understand why cops and investigators did what they did. It was exciting finding random clues and then suddenly see how they all fell into place to form a finished puzzle. “So, it would make sense that this Slade guy picked Freddy up and now has him turning tricks for him. Kane said he’s a real smooth operator.”  
 
    Kelly grinned and ducked her head, chuckling. When she looked up, her eyes were sparkling. “Smooth operator?” She snorted. “You really do have mystery and adventure novels running through your head all the time, don’t you, honey?”  
 
    Luca smiled. “I love mysteries. Nothing intrigues me more.” He picked up his fork again and began eating, staying quiet as Kelly finished off the last of her pancakes as well. When she finally pushed her empty plate away, she grinned at him and then puffed out her lips. 
 
    “Damn that hit the spot but I’m gonna have to hit the gym for an extra hour tomorrow. I wasn’t gonna work my abs since tomorrow is leg day, but now I have no choice. Pancakes are my downfall, Luca, and you’ve found the best place in town… bastard.” Kelly grinned to soften the last word.  
 
    Luca couldn’t help but grin back. “So, now that you’ve heard all of it, I kind of wanted you to take it to Kane. Maybe he can find some more on this Slade guy. If he’s hurting Freddy, I want it to stop. That’s why I called you,” he said, feeling dread wash over him. Every time he thought of Kane, he felt sick inside but coupled with Freddy possibly being in danger, Luca felt like he was losing it.  
 
    Kelly nodded, looking at him in that way all law enforcement officers did. It was like she understood something that Luca just couldn’t put his finger on. Finally, she sighed deeply and Luca knew she was thinking carefully about what to say next.  
 
    “You want me to talk to Kane because you can’t?”  
 
    Luca nodded, feeling his stomach flip. He opened his mouth to say something but pain flooded him. He felt tears burning behind his eyes. Kane was clearly no longer interested in carrying on their relationship and since Luca was pretty sure he was in love with Kane, just thinking about the man devastated him. He closed his trap, mortified to let Kelly see the tears.  
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” she said quietly. “I know what happened and I just want you to know, he’s an asshole. He’s treated you disgracefully and I’m so sorry for that.”  
 
    Luca’s eyes widened. “H-he told you?” 
 
    “Yes and to be honest, even if he hadn’t, I would have known. It was easy to see that he was preoccupied with you every time he saw you. He stared at you, he growled at you, and he pushed you away with the things he said to you. It was clear to me he was fighting his feelings for you which is why he tried to drive you away.” 
 
    “Well, it didn’t work. He pursued me,” Luca said. “I tried to tell him that I couldn’t hide away in the dark and be just…” He paused, nearly choking on the words. He had to swallow hard before continuing. “I couldn’t be just a toy that he could pick up and play with when it suited him.”  
 
    “I know and what he did to you was wrong, Luca.” 
 
    Luca swallowed again, feeling the emotional lump clogging his throat as he nodded at her. Tears flooded his eyes, and he broke eye contact with her, turning to look out the window at the busy parking lot and Santa Monica Boulevard in the distance. When he’d finally gathered himself enough to speak, he turned back to her. The expression of sadness and pity on her face didn’t help but he knew he had to get things off his chest and Kelly was the only one he could tell.  
 
    “We were good for a while, you know? I don’t know how much he told you but the truth is… we were good.” Luca wanted to tell her that he’d been Kane’s first experience with a man and that he told him how good Luca made him feel. He wanted to tell her that he loved being held all night by Kane. He wanted to say how much he loved kissing Kane and that he knew Kane loved kissing him back. He wanted to tell her how beautiful they were together but nothing came out. Nothing important, anyway. Kane was gone from his life, deciding that he’d rather keep Luca locked away in his apartment as his dirty little secret. Last night when he’d seen him with the brunette, all Luca’s hopes and dreams for the future had vanished… just that fast.  
 
    “Are you sure it’s over, Luca?”  
 
    “He made his choice and I’m not the kind of man who’ll be happy in the shadows. I can’t be the guy Kane comes home to when he can’t find a nice woman to sleep with. I just can’t, Kelly.” His voice finally broke as the tears overflowed, running in rivulets down his cheeks. He swallowed again, trying to regain some semblance of dignity as he wiped them away. It was harder than he thought it would be to admit that he’d been dumped and that Kane no longer wanted anything to do with him. He took a deep breath and went on. 
 
    “Anyway, I called you because you’re his partner. You can take my concern for Freddy to Kane because he knows this Slade dude. I don’t think Kane hates me enough to ignore his instincts to protect and right now, Freddy is in danger.” He stared hard at her. “Will you help me, Kelly? Will you, please?”  
 
    Kelly reached across the table as Luca wiped at his eyes again. She took his hand and squeezed it until he was staring at her.  
 
    “Listen to me, Luca. I’ll take this to Kane and we’ll both get on it. If Slade has Freddy in his clutches, we’ll figure all that out. As for my partner… I don’t know what to say about that. Personally, I think he has his head so far up his ass, he can’t see the forest for the trees. You are the best thing that ever happened to him and I told him so.”  
 
    Luca’s eyes widened.  
 
    “It’s true.” She paused, studying him for a minute. “You know, I think he’s going to realize he can’t live without you at some point. I just hope he figures it out before it’s too late. Someone will fall in love with you and treat you so much better than he ever did. He’s the one who should be sorry, kiddo. As for now, you have to live your life as you always have, honey. As for Freddy, I’ll take care of it with Kane and know this…” She paused and looked him right in the eye. “I’ll always have your back.”  
 
    Luca nodded and forced a smile. “Thanks, Kelly. You have no idea what that means to me.” 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Kane was sitting at his desk staring at the FBI’s file on Martin Carlow when Kelly walked in the next day. It had been delivered that morning and he was paging through it. The man had been US Army and had been through munitions school in his youth, stationed overseas for a few years. That portion of the FBI file was heavily redacted in several places. That didn’t bode well. Clearly, some of his missions had been classified. That meant he might be Spec Ops. After he was discharged, he’d attended school and had gone through extensive computer training like they’d been told. Kane looked up when Kelly slammed the top drawer of her desk across from his. She greeted his smile with a frown as she plopped down in her chair.  
 
    “Good morning, sunshine,” he said, feeling slightly wary. “Does someone need coffee?”  
 
    “I had coffee.”  
 
    “What’s up, partner?” he said, closing the Carlow file and leaning back in his chair to stare at her.  
 
    “I had pancakes with Luca last night,” she said, narrowing her eyes.  
 
    Kane felt his stomach roll. “Why?”  
 
    “Because he was in trouble and he called me since he couldn’t call you,” she sniped.  
 
    Kane’s eyes widened as he sat forward. “What do you mean he’s in trouble? Is he okay?” 
 
    “You almost sound worried,” she remarked.  
 
    “I am worried, Murphy. What happened?” Kane couldn’t keep the tremor of concern out of his voice.  
 
    Kelly surprised him when she smiled and sniffed politely. “Good. You do care after all.”  
 
    “Get to the point!” Kane growled loudly. “Is he okay?”  
 
    “He’s worried. One of his friends may have gotten involved with a man you told him about. He said the guy’s name was Slade… something. He is apparently some sort of pimp. Sound familiar?”  
 
    Kane frowned. “Yeah, I warned Luca about that guy weeks ago.”  
 
    “So you do know this Slade guy?”  
 
    Kane nodded. “When I worked down in San Diego, there was a pimp known as Slade Ruiz. He was a real piece of shit that was on SDPD’s radar for a long time. They had a pretty thick file on him. His MO was to approach a young guy in a club and seduce him with money and charm. Pretty soon, they were turning tricks for him and then soon after, he’d turned them into junkies. Some of them ended up dead from hot shots. Vice was ready to make a case against Ruiz for pandering, but homicide got involved when the ME ruled one of the overdoses was actually murder. They held off on arresting him on pandering until they could make the murder case. By the time another man died, it was too late.” 
 
    “Too late?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “By then, the word was out that if a witness talked, they’d end up dead so the case hit a dead end. Please don’t tell me Luca is involved with him. I warned him about Ruiz.” 
 
    “He told me you warned him but you didn’t listen to what I said.” Kelly pointed at him. “Luca came to me because his friend might be involved with this man. He was worried and I got the feeling that if I did nothing about it, he was going to try to help his friend by himself. That would be trouble. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Kane nodded. “Yes. We need to avoid that at all costs.” The feeling of dread that washed over him was strong. Kelly was watching him closely.  
 
    “What are you working on?” she asked, nodding at the file on his desk.  
 
    “Snow and McCallahan sent over the FBI file on Carlow. I was just going through it,” Kane said, realizing it was the last thing he could possibly care about with Luca on his mind.  
 
    “Anything interesting?” she asked.  
 
    He stood up, grabbing the coat off the back of his chair. “Before going to school for computers, he was US Army, trained in munitions like I was in the Marine Corps. He might have been Special Forces, possibly an Army Ranger, though his file didn’t say.”  
 
    “What makes you think so?” she asked.  
 
    “A lot of it is redacted and that’s a sure sign. It made me think he might be the one who gave Brandon Moore the idea to use mercenaries for his robberies. He might have even been a mercenary himself. Guys with training like his don’t return to civilian life easily.” 
 
    “Shit,” Kelly said, watching him closely as he pulled his gun out of his drawer and slid it into his holster. “Where the hell are you going?”  
 
    “Get up, Murphy. We’re going to talk to Luca. You can tell me about his friend in the car.”  
 
    “What about Martin Carlow?” 
 
    “Martin Carlow will wait. Let’s go talk to Luca and find out more about his friend.”  
 
    She smirked but rose from her chair, pulling out the gun she’d put in her desk only minutes before. As she followed him out of the bull pen moments later, Kane had already put Martin Carlow and the hacked WITSEC list at the back of his mind.  
 
      
 
    ｡･:*:･ﾟ★,｡･:*:･ﾟ☆ 
 
      
 
    Luca had just finished giving Thelma a kiss on the cheek in front of his apartment when his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and recognized Kelly’s number as he waved goodbye to his driving instructor.  
 
    “See you next week, Luca,” Thelma said, climbing back into her Yugo.  
 
    “Bye sweetie. Same bat time. Same bat channel,” Luca called as he swiped the phone to connect the call. “Kelly?”  
 
    “Hi, Luca. Where are you?”  
 
    “I’m at home. Just finished my driving class but I have to leave soon. I have another appointment.”  
 
    “Okay. Can you stay put? I’m on my way over with Kane. We need to talk to you about Freddy.”  
 
    Luca swallowed. The last person he wanted to see was Kane Delancey but Luca had known the ATF agent wouldn’t leave his partner to handle things on her own the moment he’d told her. As much as seeing Kane would be like rubbing salt in his wounds, Luca knew it couldn’t really be avoided. He could only pray he wouldn’t get more of the hostility he’d grown accustomed to. Luca wasn’t stupid. He’d figured out long ago that Kane’s anger wasn’t really directed toward him. Kane had been fighting his attraction to Luca so hard that he’d pushed him away at every turn, even diving back into dating women after dumping him. So be it. He couldn’t change the man’s mind. The truth was, there was never going to be a future with them as long as Kane was in denial.  
 
    “Fine, but I have to leave here in half an hour,” he said.  
 
    “Okay, we’re not far. See you in ten minutes.” The call disconnected and Luca walked into his building. In his apartment, he changed into his yoga clothes and then went into the kitchen, pulling out salad greens to make himself a meal with a small scoop of the curry chicken salad he’d prepared the day before. He couldn’t eat anything heavy before his appointment later on. He was just setting the food on the table when his doorbell rang. He opened it and smiled at Kelly, leaning in to give her a kiss on the cheek as she walked by.  
 
    When he lifted his head to look up at Kane, he felt his heart do a flip-flop in his chest. The man looked almost haggard. Then again, he’d never looked anything but beautiful to Luca before now. He really hadn’t been certain what to expect when he saw the federal agent again but the dark circles under Kane’s eyes, were the very last things he expected to see. In the dim light of the men’s room at Carina’s, Luca hadn’t even noticed the dark grooves but in the clear light of day, the man looked shockingly tired.  
 
    “Hey,” Kane said. His deep voice sent shivers down Luca’s spine. He wondered at how the man could make him feel helpless with just one word. He was sure this conversation was going to be a nightmare.  
 
    “Hey,” he parroted, shutting the door behind Kane. He walked past them, over to the table and held his hand out toward his bowl of salad. “I just made myself a salad because I have to eat before my appointment. If you guys are hungry, I can make you some.” He knew he was babbling but he couldn’t help it. The look on Kane’s face was dark and almost sad as he glanced around the apartment. He wondered what the man could be thinking.  
 
    Does he remember the last time we had sex here?  
 
    “If you’re hungry, I have more curry chicken salad. It’s good,” Luca offered. 
 
    “I ate,” Kelly said, smiling. “But thank you, Luca.” She turned to her partner. “Kane?” 
 
    “No thanks. I cooked an omelet before I left the house this morning.”  
 
    “You cook worse than your son and he’s still in your sac,” Luca blurted out before he could stop it. He slapped a hand over his mouth as he felt his face flush with heat. Kelly burst out laughing and the corners of Kane’s mouth turned up in a half smirk. His light eyes twinkled and if Luca hadn’t been so mortified by what he’d just said, he would have dug a hole and crawled in. “Um… sorry,” he said, sinking into the chair in front of his food. Kelly sat across from him, still giggling, and Kane leaned back on the room divider between his front door and small dining area. Kane pulled a small note pad and pen out of the inner pocket of his suit coat.  
 
    “We’re sorry to bother you. We know you have another appointment so we’ll get to the point,” Kelly said.  
 
    Luca nodded, relieved to be able to turn and look at her. He could feel Kane’s gaze on him regardless. He shoved the uncomfortable feeling down and forced himself to focus on what she was saying. He stabbed into his chicken salad and suddenly felt no appetite. He lay his fork down and looked back up at Kelly.  
 
    “You were saying that you had some questions about Freddy?” Luca asked.  
 
    “Yeah. First, what’s Freddy’s last name?” Kane asked, his pen poised over the paper. 
 
    “Freddy Lombardi… Fredrick Jules Lombardi,” Luca replied. Kane scribbled in the notebook before looking up again. 
 
    “Okay, Kelly told me that you think Slade Ruiz has targeted your friend,” Kane said, drawing Luca’s attention. “What makes you think that?”  
 
    Luca looked up at him, forcefully working to keep the tremor out of his voice. Just having the man loom over him had him on edge. He took a deep breath.  
 
    “I asked Kelly to talk to you about that guy because you said he was a really bad guy.” 
 
    “He is.”  
 
    “So you said.” Luca turned to Kelly, frowning. “You were supposed to talk to him about this so you could handle it. I asked you to handle it.”  
 
    “Look at me, Luca,” Kane demanded.  
 
    Luca dragged his gaze away from Kelly’s apologetic expression. Kane was frowning at him… again.  
 
    “What?” he asked, shrugging.  
 
    “Kelly did tell me but I wanted to hear it from you directly so I could ask my own questions, okay?” Kane said, quietly. 
 
    Luca thought he sounded like he was walking a tightrope, not wanting to make a misstep with him which was just funny when that seemed to be their default state since their relationship was always in flux. Luca nodded sharply.  
 
    “Fine. As she probably told you, I ran into my friend and he looked higher than a kite. He asked me to go home with him which he never does. I’ve also never known him to be a drug user but he was definitely on something. When I asked if I could get him some coffee, he said he had to have a couple of dates. Since you’re not familiar with gay culture, that means…”  
 
    “I know what dates mean. I know that he meant he was going to pick up a couple guys and be a trick. Gay or straight. It’s the same. I get it. I’m not an idiot,” Kane barked at him. He was scowling again. Luca hated that expression on the man’s face.  
 
    “Fine. Sorry. Anyway, I got the overwhelming impression he was hustling. When I mentioned it to Corey after the encounter, Corey said Freddy danced with Slade after you dragged my ass out of Barcelona that night. I just figured there was a problem which is why I asked Kelly to talk to you.” 
 
    “Okay, so, this Freddy guy. Did you ever sleep with him?” 
 
    Luca frowned. “No. We’re just friends, man.”  
 
    “Okay, and he’s not a hustler?” Kane asked, scribbling in his pad before looking up. “I mean ever?” 
 
    “Luca told me he’s a paralegal,” Kelly added.  
 
    Kane glanced at her before looking back at Luca. “That doesn’t mean…”  
 
    “It does for Freddy. He makes great money at the law firm,” Luca said, interrupting. “And he just looks bad. He’s lost like twenty pounds and he was slender to begin with. I mean he was toned from the gym but now he just looks bad.” He glanced at his watch and then looked down at his untouched salad before looking up at Kane with a sigh. “That’s all I know and I’m really gonna be late for this appointment.”  
 
    Kelly started to stand up when Kane put his hand out to stop her.  
 
    “Hang on. I have more questions,” he said. “Can you cancel your appointment or change the time?”  
 
    “I-I… well, I guess but Leaf is super busy.” Luca pulled out his phone.  
 
    “Leif?” Kelly asked, smirking.  
 
    “Yeah. Leaf.” Luca looked at Kane. “That’s L-E-A-F, not L-E-I-F, in case you’re writing that down, Delancey.”  
 
    Kane was writing but he stopped and looked up at him. “Who the hell spells their name L-E-A-F?” 
 
    “Leaf is my potbelly pig yoga instructor,” Luca said, daring to smile at Kane for the first time that day.  
 
    “Your yoga instructor is a potbelly pig?” Kane asked, frowning back at him. 
 
    Luca snorted. “No. Leaf is my instructor. The potbelly pig is named Vanna White,” he replied.  
 
    “Do I even want to know what the fuck you’re talking about?” Kane asked. 
 
    Luca looked at Kelly who was silently laughing into her hand. Luca squared off with him, shrugging and feeling a little embarrassed. “Do you really want me to explain this now?” 
 
    “Yeah, because I have no idea if you’re really sane.”  
 
    “Rude.” Luca paused for a moment when Kane waited and then finally went on. “Okay, so, imagine if your body was a flat pancake. You could draw a grid pattern on it that looks like the light board on the Wheel of Fortune. Vanna White turns over the squares in the puzzle,” Luca explained.  
 
    “I know that. What the hell does that have to do with a potbelly pig light board… whatever?” Kane said, finally looking truly interested.  
 
    “She’s not the light board. I’m the light board in this explanation,” Luca said.  
 
    “Okaaaaay,” Kane said, drawing out the word. 
 
    “Well, it’s really simple. Leaf’s potbelly pig—Vanna White—climbs onto my back and walks around, stopping and putting weight in certain places. It feels really good and works out all the kinks,” Luca said.  
 
    Kelly burst out laughing and Kane’s jaw dropped.  
 
    “Bullshit,” he said.  
 
    Luca just shrugged his shoulders, ignoring him as he picked up his phone and dialed Leaf’s number. The phone rang three times and Leaf picked up.  
 
    “Tell me you’re not going to cancel, babe,” Leaf said.  
 
    “I don’t want to, babe, but something came up. My neck is killing me, though. Does Vanna have time later today?” Luca looked up at Kane as he waited. Kane was staring at Kelly and he could see the smile playing around the man’s full lips. A pang went through his heart. It was almost painful to see him here, knowing how much Kelly probably had to twist his arm to get him to pay any attention to Freddy’s case. He had to drag his gaze away when he felt his eyes beginning to fill with tears as Leaf finally answered.  
 
    “She’s got time at three but that’s all until next Tuesday. Can you make it?” Leaf asked.  
 
    “I have to work next Tuesday,” Luca replied. “Don’t worry. I’ll be there at three.”  
 
    “Okay, babe.” Leaf hung up and Luca set down the phone before looking back at Kane.  
 
    “Fine. I have some time. What do you want to ask me?”  
 
    “How long have you known Mr. Lombardi?” Kane asked.  
 
    Luca shrugged. “I’m not sure. About a year, I guess.” 
 
    “You guess?” Kane asked him pointedly.  
 
    “Yeah. I guess. I’m not sure. I have a lot of friends. I met Freddy through one of my former employees. He had some work done at his firm and…”  
 
    “Fine. About a year,” Kane said. “And, what do you know about his past? Has he ever hustled before? Is it possible he could have known Slade Ruiz before that night your friend Corey saw him dancing with him?”  
 
    “Nothing, how do I know, and anything is possible,” Luca replied, ticking off the answers to Kane’s questions as rapidly as he’d asked him. He knew he sounded annoyed but he hated the way the man liked to trample over him and interrupt all the time.  
 
    “What’s your problem, anyway?” Kane growled.  
 
    “You interrupted me again,” Luca shot back.  
 
    “Okay, guys, this isn’t getting either one of you anywhere,” Kelly said, looking directly at Kane. “Either you start being nicer, or you’re leaving so I can finish the interview without you. I drove so you can grab an Uber.” 
 
    “Fine. Sorry,” Kane said. When he turned back to Luca, Luca was pretty sure he looked almost embarrassed. If Luca hadn’t been so irritated, he would have thought he looked almost shamefaced. “Does Corey know Freddy better? Should I interview him?” Kane asked.  
 
    Luca shook his head. “I’ve actually known him the longest out of our group from Barcelona.”  
 
    “What do you mean your group at Barcelona? You have different groups of friends at different bars?” 
 
    Luca stared at him, squirming just a little. He had friends all over town but since most of his social life took place in bars, it was kind of hard to explain to a straight guy that he went to certain bars to dance and certain bars just to pick up a piece of tail. He figured he’d go with the simplest answer.  
 
    “I hang out in bars, dance clubs, whatever. In the case of Barcelona, Freddy is one of the guys who hangs with our group there. I’ve rarely seen him at other bars.”  
 
    “Fine,” Kane said. “If I understand, you guys all hang there in a group, right?”  
 
    Luca nodded.  
 
    “Okay, so does Freddy have a particular friend that he’s close to the way you seem to be close to Corey? A platonic friend? You and Corey are platonic, right?” 
 
    “That is a personal question.” Luca shot Kelly a look. “Do I need to answer that?”  
 
    Kelly cleared her throat and leaned close to him. She reached over and touched his hand. “This isn’t about you and Corey but yes, if you can answer, it would be better.”  
 
    Luca nodded and looked back at Kane. “Okay, yes, then. Corey and I are platonic just like Freddy and I are platonic which is why it was so weird for him to try to get me to go home and sleep with him. He likes to kiss on the mouth which I don’t do unless I’m really crazy about someone but then…” He trailed off, as he felt the blush wash over him. He couldn’t believe he’d said that. Sometimes his mouth worked faster than his brain did. He was so embarrassed it wasn’t even funny. 
 
    Kane looked like a deer in the headlights. He kept blinking at Luca until he was convinced the man was having a seizure. Luca dragged his eyes away from Kane and glanced at Kelly. He didn’t know what to say. Even though he wasn’t sure she knew they’d slept together, what he’d just said drew attention to that fact. He felt tears burn behind his eyes and he stood up suddenly, turning away before either of them could see.  
 
    “Luca…,” Kelly began.  
 
    “Sorry, I’ll just be…” He turned and ran out of the room, fleeing to his bedroom where at least he could cry without an audience. He’d asked Kelly to handle things with Kane for exactly this reason. He couldn’t stand to see him anymore. It was breaking his heart. He slammed his door and sat down on his bed, dropped his face into his hands, and felt the tears leaking from his eyes. On the other side of his bedroom door, Luca heard the front door of his apartment open and close. He blew out a sigh of relief. At least he wouldn’t have to face Kane again. Whatever they’d had was over and done and hopefully, Kane would have everything he needed to be able to figure out what was happening to Freddy. As soon as he got his shit together, he was going to call Kelly and beg her not to bring Kane around anymore. It was too painful. 
 
    He stood up, walked into the bathroom on shaking legs, and ran cold water over a washcloth. He was pressing it against his red eyes when he heard someone tapping lightly on the door to his bedroom. At first he wasn’t sure he’d heard it at all but he turned and walked out of the bathroom to the bedroom door, leaning close without opening it. He listened and when gentle tapping came again, he nearly jumped out of his skin. He held his hand over his heart and reached for the doorknob, turning it slowly. When he opened it, Luca was shocked to see that it was Kane and not Kelly who loomed just outside.  
 
   
 
  

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Kane watched the play of emotions across Luca’s red-rimmed eyes with a singular feeling of dread. Ever since running into him at Carina’s, he’d felt like a monster. For weeks he’d been pushing Luca away, first by calling him less and less and then by making a fool of himself and showing up at the bar with Kimber. Worse, he’d known what he was doing and his actions had been deliberate. Seeing Luca looking utterly wounded because of what he’d done made him sick to his stomach. Now, standing in front of him, he didn’t know what to do. He’d come to show contrition but when he reached out to wipe away a stray tear, Luca flinched away from him.  
 
    Oh, God.  
 
    “Luca…”  
 
    “What are you doing here? Where’s Kelly?” Luca asked, doing his best to peer around Kane’s wider body. 
 
    “Kelly’s gone. It’s just us now.” Kane took a tentative step closer and reached out, trying again. This time, he set both of his hands on Luca’s hips and curled his fingers into the fabric of his yoga pants, holding him in place.  
 
    “Why?” Luca raised his chin in defiance and Kane felt a tiny smile tug at his lips. Luca’s beauty even in all that indignant rage simply took his breath away. Luca’s gray-blue eyes, earlier clear and bright, were filled with storm clouds now. The realization that he’d contributed to that pain in his eyes felt like a punch to the gut.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, baby,” he breathed, taking another step forward. “I wanted to talk to you. That’s why I sent Kelly away without me.”  
 
    Luca’s lower lip trembled and Kane’s gaze was drawn to it, lost in his memories of the last time they’d kissed. He’d been such a fool to walk away from this man. Kane sighed deeply. He had to get Luca to talk to him again. He just didn’t know how. 
 
    “I know you don’t trust me. I’ve never given you a reason to, but if you’ll just sit down and talk with me, I promise I’ll explain things.”  
 
    Luca shook his head and another lone tear rolled down his face. Kane’s stomach clenched as he watched it track slowly down his cheek and into the short stubble on his chin. He knew how soft the hair was and it was everything he could do to keep from leaning down and kissing his tears away.  
 
    “I don’t need any explanations, Delancey,” Luca said, softly. His words were heavy as if weighed down by defeat. “I know why you did the things you did. I know why you stopped calling. I even know why you made Kelly bring you here. You are confused about your sexuality and…”  
 
    Kane stopped his words with a tiny snort, shaking his head. 
 
    “You don’t know shit, Luca.” His fingers tightened and he brought Luca’s hips forward until his groin was crushed up against his body. He leaned down and took his mouth in one fell swoop. 
 
    Luca gasped as Kane parted his lips, breathing in the minty scent of his mouth as he found home. Luca struggled to extricate himself from Kane’s grasp, but there was no way he was letting him go, now that he had him close again. Kane slid his tongue inside Luca’s mouth, wrapping both arms around his back and pulling him even tighter until they were flush against each other from knee to chest. After a moment or two, Luca’s body relaxed and he began kissing Kane back. The animal in him roared in triumph when Luca’s arms snaked around his middle and held on for dear life.  
 
    They kissed slowly, diving into greater and greater depths as their mouths moved together. Kane didn’t want to let go of the man in his arms because holding on to him felt the way he knew things should be. Luca wanted to talk about his sexuality… like that would ever happen. Luca thought he had Kane all figured out.  
 
    Truthfully, if Kane hadn’t been watching Luca’s gorgeous lips say something that stupid, he probably would have dragged him to the couch, sat him down, and just listened to Luca tell him everything he did wrong. He already knew what he’d done wrong. He’d been beating himself up for it since he stopped calling. He missed Luca like crazy. No one else could make him laugh or roll his eyes as much as the challenging man in front of him. Besides, this—this was so much better. Being in Luca’s orbit was better. Watching Luca lose his appetite because he couldn’t concentrate with him in the room was better. Listening to Luca try to explain potbelly pig yoga was better. This man was everything.  
 
    They stood just inside the bedroom kissing for what seemed like ages before Luca’s arms finally loosened and Kane reluctantly broke the kiss. He kept his head bent, gazing down into gray depths that possessed the power to destroy him if he ever looked away. When Luca blinked his long dark lashes, the spell was finally broken and Kane straightened, letting go of him. He didn’t step back, merely slipped a hand into Luca’s and tugged him out of the bedroom. Luca followed until they were in the living room where Kane led him to the couch. He held a hand out and waved it at the sofa.  
 
    “Please, Luca. Sit and talk with me.” Kane ignored his body’s need for his lover. His dick was hard and throbbing, but as much as he wanted to take Luca right back into the bedroom and lay him out on his bed so he could kiss every inch of his gorgeous body, Kane had things to say. Luca sat beside him and pulled his legs up, crossing them and setting his hands primly into his lap. His body language was clear. He would listen, but he wasn’t prepared to believe anything Kane said. Kane knew he had to be completely honest.  
 
    “Thank you for talking with me,” Kane began. 
 
    “What is it? Why did you send Kelly away? What’s so important? I thought we were both fairly clear about this the last time we saw each other.” Luca was still eyeing him warily as he waved a hand back and forth in the space between them.  
 
    “I was an idiot the last time we saw each other and we both know it.” Kane was slightly nervous, unused to talking about his feelings with anyone. When Luca nodded, he went on.  
 
    “I deliberately chose Carina’s to take my date to.” He watched Luca’s eyes for any sign that what he was saying was going to matter. He wanted to be honest, but he felt like each word he uttered might have the power to make coming clean, backfire. “I chose that place because honestly, I thought I might run into you there. You told me before that you go there a lot and I guess…” He paused. It was harder than he thought it would be to admit he’d been a deliberate douche. 
 
    Luca frowned, tilting his head ever so slightly as if trying to parse that. “Why?” 
 
    Kane sighed and dragged his gaze away. It hurt just to look Luca in the eyes. He’d been such a royal asshole to him. He stared at his lap for several seconds before looking up again. Luca was watching him, waiting patiently.  
 
    “After we kissed that first time in the elevator, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to stop kissing you and pursuing you until I had you under me.” He watched Luca for a clear sign that what he was saying was getting through. Luca’s expression remained impassive. Kane sighed again. “You understand, I have never felt like this in my life. I know some guys go out with men and women, preferring variety.” Luca’s tilted his head.  
 
    He is listening.  
 
    “I’ve never been like that, Luca. I was never even attracted to a man before meeting you. I swear to God, I never checked out guys in locker rooms or when I watched straight porn or when I saw couples on dance floors. I never looked at a guy and thought that I wanted to touch him.  
 
    “But… since meeting you, you’re all I can think about. All I could think was what it would feel like to touch you, kiss you, hell… just to sit down and listen to the sound of your voice. I swear, Luca, I love the sound of your voice.” He knew his words came out in a rush but he couldn’t help it. “You’re warm and funny and beautiful.” He stopped and leaned forward, reaching out to cup Luca’s cheek, looking deeply into the gray-blue depths of his magnificent eyes. “I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful in my life. The moment I first saw you at Marty’s, I knew I had to have you.”  
 
    Luca offered a slight smile. “Your date didn’t look too happy with you that night.”  
 
    Kane chuckled. “She stepped on me with her heels when we got out to the parking lot. I had bruises from her stilettos on the tops of my feet for a month.” 
 
    Luca smiled at him but it fell away much too quickly as he dropped his gaze back down to his clasped hands. Kane felt a sudden wave of panic. What was he going to do if Luca wouldn’t accept his apology? He reached out and took hold of both of Luca’s hands. The single silver bead he wore on one wrist on a black cord looked as sexy as it always did. Luca glanced up, staring at him.  
 
    Kane sighed. “I don’t really know what to do now, Luca. The truth is that I don’t want to think of my life without you in it, but I know I’ve hurt you so much.” He paused and watched Luca’s expression as the realization of what he was saying hit home. Kane let go of Luca’s hands and cupped both of his cheeks in his hands, staring into those gorgeous eyes. “I don’t know how to do this, Luca. I don’t know how to be gay or even be a…” Kane glanced away and then turned back. Luca was utterly focused on his face. Kane swallowed hard as he forced the next words out. “I know I don’t deserve your trust, but do you think you can… give me another chance, baby?” His words were nothing more than a whisper. 
 
    Luca gazed at him for a long while. He looked as though he was thinking things over before he finally spoke softly.  
 
    “I know it’s hard for you. I know you never expected to be with a guy. That fact was clear to me from the very beginning, Kane,” Luca said. Kane dropped his hands as Luca continued. “From the moment I met you, I wanted you.” He paused until Kane smiled. “I think we have to put effort into making this work. If we don’t at least try, we’ll both regret it… I mean I will.”  
 
    Kane nodded slowly, offering a tiny smile. “I will too. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Kane was relieved. He hadn’t known what reaction he’d get from Luca but once he’d opened up and spoken from the heart—Luca had accepted what he said without judging him. That meant more to Kane than anything he could have hoped for. He leaned close and kissed him again, drawing Luca onto his lap until he was straddling him. Their groins brushed as Kane grew hard… all over again. He lingered in Luca’s mouth, tasting him, running his fingers up into Luca’s hair, seducing tiny moans out of him that nearly drove him wild. He’d never had this kind of connection with another person in his life. 
 
    What was I thinking when I was picking up women? I have the most beautiful angel in the world… right here… right now.  
 
    When they finally broke the kiss, Luca was smiling. His lips were swollen, his dimples popped, and all Kane could do was to lean his forehead against Luca’s and sigh in contentment. They gazed into each other’s eyes until Luca finally grinned widely, sitting up straight. Kane looked at him curiously. Luca’s cock was tenting the yoga pants he wore and all Kane could think about was how fucking lucky he was.  
 
    He slid his hand down and cupped Luca’s hard cock through the fabric, making him moan. Luca’s groans of pleasure were driving Kane insane. He needed to be inside this beautiful man. He tightened his grip on Luca’s uncut cock, smelling the precome that was already leaving a wet spot on the front of his pants. Kane gazed at his face, hungering for him more than he’d realized. He leaned forward until their lips barely brushed, both of their hard cocks pressing against fabric that needed to disappear… right now.  
 
    “I want to see you come, Luca. I want you to come all over me, baby,” he whispered against Luca’s mouth. He felt the man smile against his lips.  
 
    “Well, are you taking me to bed or not?” Luca asked, playfully. “After all, Vanna White won’t wait forever.”  
 
    Kane laughed and grasped both of Luca’s ass cheeks, lifting him clear of his body as he stood. Luca’s legs wrapped around him, holding him tight. He loved the feeling of being necessary in someone’s life. This was the man who made him feel that way. He took off toward the hallway and as Kane carried him, they kissed all the way to the bedroom. As soon as they were inside, Kane kicked the door shut with finality. He had Luca right where he belonged. 
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    Kane tossed Luca into the center of his bed and began yanking his clothes off even before Luca stopped bouncing. Luca laughed. This was going to be so much fun. He hadn’t expected to see Kane again so when he’d shown up with Kelly and then stayed to offer—what most people would agree—an epic apology, Luca felt like the king of the world. He pulled off his clothes and lay back on the bed as Kane squatted to take off his shoes and socks and then stood to shuck his pants. When he finally climbed onto the bed and stalked over to him, he was gloriously naked.  
 
    Kane was a mountain of a man, towering over Luca by more than half a foot, so when he straddled his body and looked down on him, Luca shivered. He was more cut than most men his age, ripped with hard muscle that was dusted with hair. The fur on his chest wasn’t thick but as Luca reached up and covered each pec with a hand, he reveled in its softness. He ran his hands down to Kane’s nipples, taking one in between his thumbs and forefingers and rolling them, squeezing them until the large man moaned.  
 
    “Christ!” Kane growled as he lowered his mouth, taking Luca’s in a hard and demanding kiss that stole his breath and blew his mind. Kane’s tongue played with his own, sliding languorously inside his mouth, reaching out to taste every corner, teasing moans out of Luca. The man kissed like a dream and Luca was enthralled by him. He clung to Kane’s wide shoulders, rocking his hard groin against him, wondering how on earth he’d ever survive if Kane ever decided to walk away again. He knew he was probably a fool for accepting his apology and welcoming him back in his bed but Luca decided playing the fool was his only option now.  
 
    He was crazy about this man.  
 
    The realization of that didn’t frighten him, though he’d never been in love before. It merely served to strengthen his resolve to make this work. He wanted it to… more than anything. Kane Delancey was dangerous but that wasn’t what attracted Luca to him. His strength and his love of his family and his country, were all things to admire. What really turned Luca on was the realization that Kane was truly a marshmallow deep inside. That both endeared the man to him and scared the crap out of him. He knew that Kane wanted a family someday. Luca wanted a family too, though he’d never given voice to those feelings. How could he tell anyone he knew—most of them club kids—that he wanted to be a dad someday?  
 
    Kane ran his hands up Luca’s body and wound his fingers into his hair, tilting his head so that he could kiss him deeper, thrusting his pelvis against his again and again. The man was huge, hard, and hungry for him and it sent a thrill through Luca. It had been weeks since they’d shared a bed and in truth, though Luca had set out on more than one night to sleep with someone else in a desperate attempt to wipe Kane from his thoughts, he hadn’t gone home with anyone.  
 
    He’d tried picking someone up one night, choosing the brawniest man he could find at a club, but when they’d gone to the back hand in hand, he’d had second thoughts almost immediately. He’d dismissed the man with a kiss on his perfect, stubbled cheek, and looked into his bright blue eyes and begged off, leaving the club alone. He’d gone home that night, pulled up Kane’s Facebook page since he had no pictures of him, and jacked off to an old photo of him in fatigues, shirtless, with one combat boot on a soccer ball and his arms around a group of kids in a desert somewhere.  
 
    Kane abruptly pulled his mouth away and propped himself up on both arms as he gazed at Luca. He smiled, almost shyly. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here. I can’t believe you gave me another chance.”  
 
    Luca smiled and reached up, framing his face with both hands. “I’m here, Kane, and I’ll stay here as long as you want me.” He knew he sounded stupid but everything he’d said was true. He was so crazy about this man that even if Kane wanted him to stay in the shadows, he would probably accept that. It would be a hard pill to swallow but he was helpless around Kane. “Turn over and stretch out on your belly with your ass in the air. I’ve been fantasizing about something.”  
 
    Kane’s eyes widened and he lost the smile he’d been wearing as he shook his head. “No. Not that. I can’t, baby. I just…”  
 
    Luca reached up with two fingers and covered his lips. “It’s not what you think. Do what I say. You’ll like this. I swear.”  
 
    Kane watched him for a few seconds, seeming to study his face but he finally sat up and swung a leg over, letting Luca roll out from under him. Luca went to his bed table and dug into the lowest and deepest drawer, pulling out a long box and then retrieved a bottle of flavored lube. When he turned back to Kane, who had rolled onto his side, not on all fours like he’d asked, watching him silently, he grinned, crawling toward him.  
 
    “This is going to be so fun for you, I’m jealous.” He chuckled, opening the box and pulling out a brand-new fleshlight, wrapped in black tissue paper. He’d picked it up for his own use just a week after Kane walked out of his life. He hadn’t opened the box because he’d put it in the drawer when he returned from a club, drunk and sad, completely forgetting all about it until now.  
 
    “What is that?” Kane asked, sitting up. 
 
    Luca eyed him. “Your gay porn has been lacking. I’ll hook you up with some hotter sites.” He proceeded to toss the box aside and pour cherry-flavored lube into the fleshlight before putting some into his own palm. He walked over to Kane on his knees and then leaned in to kiss him as he took his cock in hand, smearing the lube over his cock and stroking it until it was hard. When he finally pulled away, Kane was panting. Luca reached out and pressed the opening of the fleshlight onto the wide head of Kane’s cock, pushing it down slowly as he gazed into his pale eyes. Kane bit his lower lip.  
 
    “God, it feels like your ass… so fucking tight,” Kane gasped.  
 
    Luca couldn’t help but smile. His lover looked so debauched like this and when he pulled back on the toy, Kane groaned. He pushed it back on, going deeper this time, moving slowly and watching the way Kane’s thick cock disappeared into the tight opening. It was sexy as hell and Luca’s own cock grew rock-hard just watching it. 
 
    “Christ,” Kane growled.  
 
    Luca began to move the fleshlight on and off as he leaned in to kiss Kane again, playing with his tongue. Kane was panting and gasping into his mouth and soon, Luca knew it was time for stage two of his seduction of this gorgeous man. He pulled his mouth back and noted, with satisfaction, the expression of pure lust on his man’s face.  
 
    “Roll onto your hands and knees now.”  
 
    “That thing feels… Jesus, Luca… it feels amazing,” Kane gasped out.  
 
    Luca grinned. “Well then, I can’t deprive you of an amazing feeling.” He motioned for Kane to move into position, reaching out and placing the toy in one of his hands. “Now, stick your ass in the air.”  
 
    Kane did as he was told, moving awkwardly with the fleshlight in one hand while propping himself up with the other as he pressed his chest to the bed. Luca could hear the slaps of the fleshlight moving on and off Kane’s cock and it caused his own dick to throb with anticipation. Kane turned his head as the sounds ceased.  
 
    “Don’t… I mean…”  
 
    “I told you not to worry. I’m not going to fuck you but you will like this,” Luca said, moving until he was between Kane’s spread legs. He leaned down and kissed each of his ass cheeks and then spread them with both hands. When he bent and licked over Kane’s hole, the man almost came out of his skin, jolting. 
 
    “Jesus!”  
 
    Luca smiled and licked again, teasing at Kane’s hole as the slaps of the fleshlight began again. The man tasted musky and all male and Luca loved it. He pushed his tongue inside his tight pucker, setting up a rhythm of his own with his tongue. Kane groaned and panted, urging Luca on.  
 
    “Christ, Luca… I’m not gonna be able to…”  
 
    Luca pulled his mouth away, smiling briefly against one ass cheek. “When you’re ready, let me know because I’m gonna suck all that hot come down my throat, Kane.”  
 
    “Oh, God… do it now then!” Kane pulled the fleshlight off and tossed it aside as he rolled to his back, holding his slick cock in his hand, stroking it fast. Luca was on him a second later, pushing his hand aside and grabbing his thick rod in his own hand as he took Kane’s cock into his mouth. Kane cried out and bucked his hips, slamming his cock nearly to the back of Luca’s throat as he began to come. Luca swallowed, tasting the cherry lube on his tongue as Kane began to spurt thick hot cream into his mouth. The taste of his man devastated him. He rolled Kane’s balls in one hand, squeezing them to milk his release as he swallowed spurt after spurt of his come while Kane groaned and pulled at the strands of his hair.  
 
    As his orgasm tapered away, Luca pulled his mouth off and sat up, scooting closer as Kane’s bent knees widened. He spit the last mouthful of Kane’s come into the palm of his hand and then slathered it over the uncut head of his own cock, groaning as he felt his own climax approaching. He jacked himself hard, watching Kane’s wide eyes. When his orgasm hit, he cried out and sprayed his come all over Kane’s hairy chest and cut abdominals, watching rope after rope of his creamy release paint Kane’s body just like he’d said he wanted. Kane gasped and grabbed him by the shoulders, coming up off the bed as he pulled Luca toward him. Their mouths crashed together, fusing hotly as they ate at each other until both of them could no longer breathe.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Kane woke up with a much smaller body spooned against the front of him. Like always when waking from an afternoon nap, he was disoriented for a few moments. He opened his eyes and noted the dusky light filtering through the blinds of Luca’s familiar bedroom and smiled. He tightened his arm around the man’s middle, drawing him tighter against his body and kissed the top of his silky head. The clock on Luca’s nightstand confirmed that he’d only passed out in the bed a short while ago. It was however, after three in the afternoon. Luca had missed his potbelly pig yoga. The very thought of it made Kane grin like an idiot.  
 
    He couldn’t believe Luca had allowed him back into his life, especially after being so horrible to him. Kane knew that it had been his own insecurities that caused his actions and there was really no excuse for it. If someone asked his mother if he was a good person, she’d bend their ear for hours. With Luca, he’d been downright cruel and if his mother knew how he’d treated this kind soul, she would roundly chastise him for it. He was ashamed of himself but all he could do now was to try to make up for his behavior.  
 
    Kane ran the palm of his hand over Luca’s flat stomach, very much enjoying the tight muscles just beneath his golden skin. The light fuzz that covered his belly from navel to groin was sexy as hell. Everything about Luca was sexy as hell. Kane felt Luca sigh and realized he was awake. He dropped a kiss onto his shoulder, pushing his hard dick into the crease of Luca’s ass. He was hard just thinking about fucking him. Watching Luca suck him off after using the fleshlight had been the highlight of his life. He still couldn’t believe he’d lived without Luca in his life during their time apart.  
 
    Luca sat up abruptly. “Oh, crap. I missed my appointment,” he groaned.  
 
    Kane smiled at him as Luca dragged his gaze away from the clock and turned around to look at him. His lips were swollen, his cheeks had been rubbed red from Kane’s beard, and his hair was sticking out at odd angles, making him look utterly bed-tossed and debauched. Kane reached out and pulled him down over his hard body, capturing his lips in a thorough kiss.  
 
    I’ll never get enough of his mouth. 
 
    Luca ran both hands through Kane’s hair as the made out, and very soon, Kane could feel him growing hard against his own body. He wanted to be inside him more than anything. When Luca broke the kiss and looked down at him, his eyes were filled with desire and something else Kane didn’t want to examine too closely.  
 
    “I want you inside me, Kane.”  
 
    Kane ran his hands over Luca’s ass, squeezing gently as he rocked against him. “You want me?”  
 
    Luca sent him another sexy smile, lowering his gaze to Kane’s lips. “You know I do, lawman.”  
 
    Kane snorted and took Luca by the waist, rolling him onto his back in one quick move. Luca grinned and widened his knees as Kane reached for the lube Luca had tossed onto the bed table earlier and then remembered he needed a condom. He yanked open the bed table drawer and pulled one from the box he’d stored there several weeks ago, overly pleased that Luca hadn’t thrown them out in a fit of anger. He swallowed down the guilt that seemed to resurface every time he thought about how badly he’d treated Luca and moved back into position where Luca waited, patiently stroking his gorgeous dick.  
 
    Kane tore open the condom wrapper with his teeth and pulled one out, rolling it onto his cock as he remembered their first time together. Luca had taken the condom from him and rolled it onto his cock with his mouth. It had been a surprise move and Luca had smiled wickedly at him. He was brought back to the present when Luca sat up and reached out to take the lube from him, squeezing some into the palm of his hand. As Kane finished rolling on the condom, Luca quickly slicked him up, leaning in for a hard kiss. One of the things Kane loved about Luca was how he took charge in the bedroom.  
 
    Kane had always been the one to coax the women he dated into everything about their date. He did all the planning, choosing what they’d do, where they’d go, and what they’d eat. Even in the bedroom, he undressed the women, he chose their sexual positions, he was in charge. He liked the fact that he and Luca were as different as night and day. Luca certainly was the most independent person he’d ever met. Kane never had to worry about having to coax him along. Luca, at twenty-two, was as sure of himself and his life as anyone Kane had ever known.  
 
    Kane’s thoughts had been drifting again and when Luca finally broke their kiss and looked at him, he tilted his head in that sweet way he did. His silky dark brows drew together in the most adorable way as he pursed his lips.  
 
    “I know you’re thinking hard about something. You wanna let me in, Kane?” He gave Kane’s cock a slow tug and his breath sped up. The last thing he wanted to do was have a conversation. He smirked and reached out, pushing on Luca’s chest until he was flat on his back, gazing up at him, having lost his confused expression. Kane moved into place between his legs, reaching behind Luca’s knees and lifting his legs to drape them over his shoulders.  
 
    Luca whined. “Come on, Kane. It’s been too long.”  
 
    Kane couldn’t agree more. He lined up his cock at Luca’s tight little entrance and pushed, watching Luca’s ass take him in slowly. It was the hottest thing he’d ever seen. He just sucked him in like a little mouth. He glanced up when Luca blew out a hard breath. His gorgeous eyes were stormy and glazed with lust. Luca smiled and reached for Kane’s nipples, pinching both of them, sending a jolt of pleasure through his entire body. His cock throbbed and he pushed harder, sliding deeply into Luca’s ass. Luca panted and it was all Kane could do to move slowly, pushing in and pulling out as Luca reached down and grabbed his own cock, leaking precome onto his belly. Kane watched as he pulled his foreskin back, revealing the slick head of his cock. He had the overwhelming urge to lean down and take it into his mouth, tasting the essence of the man he was so enthralled with.  
 
    “Harder,” Luca gasped. Their eyes met again and Luca bit his lip. “Move harder, Kane… need you… feel so full…”  
 
    His breathy little moans drove Kane wild and he sped up, planting both hands on the bed on either side of Luca as he changed his angle and sank into his hot warmth. He began to thrust and Luca started up a litany of groans with each thrust. The gorgeous sounds he made only served to encourage Kane to move faster and faster until he’d set a pounding rhythm. Luca suddenly dropped his legs from Kane’s shoulders, planting them on the bed as he thrust his hips to match Kane’s motions. They moved as one… a synchronized blur of skin on skin, bodies fused together as they chased their pleasure. Kane felt the first tingles of his orgasm deep in his balls and he grunted.  
 
    “Gonna come, baby! Gonna come deep inside you…”  
 
    “Yes, Kane. Yes!” Luca jacked his cock faster as Kane watched him. He loved the sight of him hot and hard for him. It only served to ramp up his excitement. When Luca suddenly shouted his name and shot his load high on his chest, Kane’s orgasm followed. His cock throbbed inside Luca’s hot body and he emptied everything he had into the condom, thinking how unfair it was that he couldn’t fill his lover with his come. He wanted to do that more than anything in the world.  
 
    “Baby,” Kane cried out as Luca’s tight ass clamped down on his dick, milking every last drop out of him. He slowed his movements as Luca wrung the last of his own orgasm onto his chest and belly until puddles of white come covered him, filling all the groves between his abs and his belly button. Kane’s mind strayed to the shower they’d take afterward. He imagined running his soapy hands over Luca’s gorgeous body as they stood under the spray together.  
 
    Coming home had never felt so good.  
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    As Luca stepped out of the shower, he heard the distant ringing of a phone. It wasn’t his ring tone which left only one option. He opened the door he’d just closed and steam rolled out. Kane peeked at him under the spray of water he stood in. When he smiled, Luca’s heart began to race. Kane and those fucking dimples were going to be the last of him.  
 
    “Your phone’s ringing.”  
 
    Kane nodded and turned his back, reaching to turn off the water. His broad shoulders glistened with water and the remnants of soap suds sliding into his butt crack. The taut muscles were really something to see. The man was huge and beautiful and the way his muscles flexed as he moved… damn. Luca was in love. As Kane turned back around, Luca’s gaze slid down his body, enjoying the sight of Kane’s front even more than his back. His pectorals were covered with a soft pelt of black hair and his thick treasure trail running from bellybutton to the cropped thatch at his groin was sexy as hell. If his damn phone weren’t ringing, Luca would have dropped to his knees and given his long flaccid cock the attention it deserved.  
 
    Instead Luca stepped back, making way for Kane to exit the shower as he handed him a large clean white bath sheet. One thing he never skimped on was linens. He bought only the best when they went on sale since there was no way he could afford them otherwise. Luca’s mother had never had a whole lot of money when he was growing up so he’d learned how to pinch pennies. Kane took the bath sheet with a wide grin, then leaned in and kissed Luca soundly. As he pulled back, Luca nearly swooned. Damn, the man had a dizzying effect on him. By the time Kane had dried off and walked into the bedroom with a towel around his waist, his phone had long since stopped ringing. Luca was pulling on his yoga pants as he watched him pick up his phone and frown at the screen.  
 
    Kane swiped the phone and put it to his ear. “Delancey.” He paused. “Yeah, I’m still here. Where are you now?” Another pause as Kane looked up at Luca, meeting his gaze. “Okay, I don’t think that’s such a good… yeah, okay. We can be there in about half an hour.” He swiped the phone and threw it on the bed before stalking over to Luca.  
 
    “That was Kelly. She wants both of us to meet her not far from here in West Hollywood.” His eyes betrayed something; Luca just wasn’t sure what it was.  
 
    Luca stepped close and slid his arms around Kane’s shower-warmed skin, looking up into his eyes. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I’m not sure yet. She’s at a crime scene and she needs both of us out there,” Kane said, leaning down to kiss him quickly. He stepped back, forcing Luca to let go.  
 
    “Why would she need me there?” Luca asked, almost afraid to ask.  
 
    “It’s about Freddy… and it’s not good, baby.” Kane dropped the towel and reached for his boxer briefs, dressing as he spoke. 
 
    “Not good? What do you mean?” Luca could hear the fear in his voice. Kane turned and eyeballed him, breaking the stare only when he turned to pick his dress shirt up from the floor. Luca yanked on the T-shirt that he’d been wearing when Kane and Kelly first arrived.  
 
    “We’ll talk in the car. We gotta go, Luca.” There was no warmth in the tone of Kane’s voice but Luca didn’t take it wrong. He was wearing his professional persona all the way and Luca knew the man well enough to know he wasn’t going to pry any answers out of him until he was ready to give them.  
 
    “Okay,” Luca said, grabbing his shoes as he watched Kane call for an Uber and start to dress. He sat down on the bed and pulled on his Converse sneakers. They were a gorgeous shade of cherry red which matched the rest of his outfit of royal blue and red—coordinated as always. He knew Kane hadn’t been completely honest about Kelly’s reasons for wanting him along. There had to be something very wrong and the thought that it was related to Freddy was almost terrifying. 
 
    As for the rest of what had gone on that afternoon… well, that was a hell of a thing to process. It was going to take a while. If he’d thought for even a moment that Kane wasn’t completely sincere with his apology, he would have thrown him out of his apartment on his ass. He wanted to believe that Kane was being honest. He’d seemed to be. But in the past, other men had been shitty to him and then come crawling back to him with some apology designed to make Luca trust them, only to turn around and do something shitty. He’d had one bad experience with a guy who was abusive. He’d not left wounds on the outside, though he’d come close to it. The wounds that man left were internal but Luca had lived through it and with the help of friends like Corey, he’d sent him packing once and for all.  
 
    He was probably an idiot to trust Kane but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted the man. 
 
    When they were dressed, Luca watched Kane slide his shoulder holster and gun on, marveling that he was a federal agent. When he’d met Kane, he’d thought he was a police detective. That had been hot but knowing he was a Fed was even hotter. Maybe Luca had watched way too much TV. A lot of what he knew about federal agents came from black-and-white movies. He snapped out of his musings when Kane turned to look at him. He was frowning slightly.  
 
    “You ready? We can’t keep Kelly waiting,” Kane said, digging in his pocket for his buzzing phone. He checked it and then looked over at Luca again. “Our ride is here.”  
 
    “Let’s go.” Luca grabbed his keys and a lightweight jacket. He had no idea how late they’d be coming home or even where exactly they were headed. He locked up and jogged to catch up with Kane who practically left him in the dust with his long strides. As soon as they were downstairs, he spotted the small SUV waiting at the curb in front of his building. Kane opened the back door and motioned for Luca to duck inside. Kane followed and then gave the driver directions to an address about five miles from his apartment.  
 
    Kane glanced over at him once the driver pulled out into traffic. He had that professional cop vibe to him that Luca was familiar with. The man who’d literally fucked him into helpless abandon only a half hour before, now sat beside him with a serious aura. Luca reached up and rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the stiffness return. He really wished he’d kept that appointment with Vanna White but had he done that, he wouldn’t have had such an exhilarating afternoon.  
 
    “What’s up? I know you didn’t tell me everything,” Luca prodded.  
 
    “There was an explosion at a club in WeHo. Kelly needs us on scene. My partner at the ATF and all of my colleagues are already there,” Kane said, looking grim.  
 
    Luca’s eyes widened. “A club? You said this had something to do with Freddy? What’s going on?”  
 
    Kane’s expression turned sympathetic and Luca was surprised when he reached across the seat and took his hand, threading their fingers together. He stared at Luca for a few seconds before turning away and looking out the windshield.  
 
    “We gotta wait and see.” Kane turned to look at him. “I swear, Luca. That’s all I know.”  
 
    Luca nodded slowly. “Okay. If you say so.” He swallowed nervously but he trusted Kane, at least in this. After all, Kane was making every effort to prove he was worthy of Luca’s trust. He was going to give him the benefit of the doubt.  
 
    They drove for a few blocks and Luca watched the familiar sights of his neighborhood as they passed by commercial buildings, stores he recognized, and billboards. After a few miles, he suddenly began to hear the distant wail of sirens. When a police car drove by them at a high rate of speed, he started to get nervous. He glanced over at Kane who kept his gaze studiously trained out the front windshield. He was wearing a concerned frown and the expression sent Luca’s stomach into a roll. He didn’t like the implication of that worry.  
 
    “What club, Kane?”  
 
    Kane looked over, his eyes wide as though he’d been startled.  
 
    “Marty’s.”  
 
    Luca felt his stomach lurch. “Marty’s? There was an explosion at Marty’s?” 
 
    Kane’s fingers tightened in his as he nodded. “That’s all I know, Luca.” His words were clipped and Luca felt fear course through him for the first time. He knew that Marty’s was one of Freddy’s favorite hangouts. The implication that his friend had somehow been caught in an explosion made him sick to his stomach but he swallowed hard and tried not to throw up. He looked back out the windshield as a fire truck roared by them, honking its horn. Luca noticed a plume of smoke rising from a structure in the distance. As the Uber driver caught Kane’s eye in the rearview mirror, he spoke.  
 
    “They’ve got the street barricaded.”  
 
    Kane let go of Luca’s hand and pointed. “Just pull over here. We’ll walk.”  
 
    The driver did as he was asked and pulled over to the curb a half block from the building which Luca could tell was on fire. As Kane paid the driver, Luca tried to see how badly the club was damaged but it was impossible since the street was crowded with police vehicles and ladder trucks. The wide boulevard was completely closed off and several policemen were standing outside of their patrol cars, waving traffic off the boulevard and onto side streets. Luca guessed the police had to be relieved that it was a weekend since traffic was much lighter than it usually was. During the week, the street would be packed with cars inching through the city at rush hour.  
 
    Luca snapped out of his reverie as Kane came up beside him. “Let’s go.” He turned away without another word and began walking away briskly on long legs. Luca practically had to jog to keep up with him. He still didn’t know why Kelly had insisted that Kane bring him to a crime scene. If Freddy had been caught in that explosion, did they want him to try to identify the body?  
 
    Oh God. 
 
    They got to a police barricade of yellow police tape and Luca watched Kane pull out his identification to show to the officer standing just inside.  
 
    “He’s with me,” Kane said. 
 
    She nodded and reached down to lift the tape for them both to walk under. Luca followed obediently. When they were fifty feet from the smoldering wreckage of the club where he’d first seen Kane and sung that stupid Dolly Parton song to him, Luca’s stomach dropped. The club was nearly gone and in its place was a burned-out shell that was on fire. Marty’s sat in a strip mall with a mattress store on one side and a 24 Hour Fitness center on the other side. Both of those businesses had also suffered damage. There were several ambulances parked in front of the 24 Hour Fitness center and Luca could see attendants pulling stretchers out onto the boulevard to load up patients. Many people were injured and some had probably been killed. The scene was horrific.   
 
    A group of men and women wearing ATF windbreakers stood off to the side of one of the fire trucks. Luca noticed one tall man with pure white hair raise his hand as soon as he spotted them walking up the street. He waved at them and when he did, Luca immediately noticed how gorgeous the man was. He had dimples and ice-blue eyes, even lighter than Kane’s pale blue gray. At first glance, Luca thought he had to be older but as Kane headed toward the group, Luca noticed the white-haired guy wasn’t over forty. He had laugh lines at the corners of his sensual mouth and he was beautiful. As they walked up, Kane stuck out his hand and began shaking all around.  
 
    The white-haired man looked over at Luca as he let Kane’s hand go. “Jarrett Evans,” he said, sticking out his hand to shake.  
 
    “Luca Price,” Luca said, taking the man’s hand as he gazed into his gorgeous eyes. “I-I’m with Kane… ah… Delancey.”  
 
    The man chuckled as he dropped Luca’s hand and clapped him on the shoulder. “Nice to meet you, Luca.”  
 
    Luca had the strangest feeling that Evans knew something about the two of them. He knew Kane was deeply in the closet so there was no way he would have shared information about them with any of his colleagues but for some odd reason, it felt as though they already knew about him. He stored that thought away for later examination. Right now, various people held out their hands to him and he began shaking.  
 
    The man beside Evans introduced himself as Special Agent Thayne Wolfe and Luca noticed how stunning the man was. Dark hair, brows, and lashes, and eyes the color of a Bahamian ocean. He wore a wedding ring but even so, Luca’s gaydar went off as they shook hands. An older Hispanic man smiled at him and introduced himself as Jose Galvez and then turned to another younger man with black hair and dark eyes, introducing him as Nico Devecchio, his partner. A tall African-American woman with dark brown eyes walked over to Kane and threw her arms around him, hugging him hard. Luca heard her call him partner and he perked up, paying more attention to her than the others. Kane smiled at her as she released him and he turned to Luca, guiding her over to him with a hand at the small of her back.  
 
    “Luca, this is my partner at the ATF, Special Agent Dev King. Dev, this is Luca Price.” The exceptionally beautiful woman smiled at him as she reached out to shake his hand.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Luca.”  
 
    “You too,” he said, taking her hand. He thought that he and Kane were going to have to sit down and have a conversation because no one even questioned who he was or why he was there. She let go of his hand and he spotted Kelly, coming toward them through the crowd. She looked flustered as she walked up with two other men in suits. Luca knew both men and he relaxed almost immediately. Detective Cassidy Ryan and his older partner, Mike Williams, had always been kind to Luca. They’d met during the jewelry robbery case. All three of them smiled at Luca as he shook their hands.  
 
    “We’re glad you came, Luca,” Kelly said, putting an arm around his shoulders to give it a small squeeze as Kane and the other two detectives moved away to join the group of Kane’s colleagues who stood ten feet away.  
 
    “Why am I here, Kelly? What happened?” Luca dragged his eyes away from her worried expression and stared at the blackened gaping maw which used to be one of his favorite karaoke gay bars. Sirens wailed as an ambulance pulled away, headed off to a hospital, no doubt.  
 
    “Someone set off a bomb in the club. You’re familiar with Marty’s, right?”  
 
    “Yes, but what happened?”  
 
    “This just happened about an hour ago so we’re still trying to sort that out, but some of the first firefighters on the scene recovered this and I wanted to show it to you as soon as I saw it.” She held out a plastic evidence bag with a red seal on it. Inside was a melted California driver’s license. It was warped from heat and blackened, but as he took the bag in his hands and held it up to look at the picture, he felt his stomach do a sharp roll. Freddy’s face smiled out at him. His gorgeous features showed off how handsome he’d been before that bastard, Slade, had gotten to him. His name, Frederick Jules Lombardi, was barely legible underneath the black smudges. Luca handed it back to Kelly, feeling bile rise in his throat. All he could do was nod.  
 
    “Is that your friend, Freddy, Luca?” she asked, taking hold of his shoulder as she ducked her head and looked into his eyes.  
 
    He nodded again, knowing if he opened his mouth, he was going to throw up. He held up a finger and looked around, spotting a curb where no one stood. He turned and ran for it, barely making it there before he began to retch. He hadn’t gotten to eat any of his food so his stomach was empty but he continued to try to throw up in the gutter as people around him watched him bring up yellow water. He squatted when he finished, too humiliated to look up. When he felt a large warm hand between his shoulder blades, he immediately knew who it was. Kane squatted beside him as he leaned close.  
 
    “It’s okay, baby. Did you recognize Freddy’s license?” Kane asked softly, his words nearly drowned out as the chaotic scene around them continued.  
 
    Luca nodded, mortified that Kane had seen him at his worst. Kane’s warm hand continued to rub small circles on his back and he wanted to lean into the touch more than anything. He knew he couldn’t do anything that might be interpreted as a public display of affection with all his friends and work colleagues around, but it just felt so good to be comforted right now. When he finally looked over to him, he schooled his features, reaching up to wipe his lips of any lingering moisture there.  
 
    “I’m okay.” His voice sounded like he’d smoked a pack of cigarettes in five minutes so he cleared his throat as he stood up. Kane stood beside him, dropping his hand.  
 
    “You recognized Freddy’s license?” Kane asked again.  
 
    Luca nodded, staring into his kind eyes, feeling tears flood his own. “He was in there?” 
 
    “It seems so, sweetheart. There were several people in the bar when the bomb went off. Firefighters pulled the license off one of the bodies,” Kane said softly.  
 
    Luca felt a sob come out of him involuntarily as the tears overflowed and coursed down his cheeks. A moment later Kane had his arms around him and Luca’s face was pressed against his strong chest. He let out a little gasp and wrapped his arms around Kane’s waist, shamelessly holding on to him like he was the last man on earth.  
 
    “We think he died instantly,” Kane was saying. “He wouldn’t have suffered, Luca.”  
 
    Luca’s friend was dead and he didn’t suffer but still… Freddy was dead. He couldn’t wrap his brain around it. How was it even possible? What was Freddy even doing at Marty’s during the day? He worked at a law firm. Luca had way too many questions swirling around in his mind but at the moment, holding on to Kane was all he cared about. The man was a solid rock for him to cling to when his knees felt weak and apparently, Kane didn’t care about the PDA at all. Finally, after what seemed like ages, Kane’s arms relaxed and he let Luca go. Luca stepped back and gazed up at him. Kane leaned down and whispered into his ear.  
 
    “I’m gonna sit you down in a car for the moment. I have to talk to these guys and then I’ll take you home.”  
 
    “I can call an Uber,” Luca said, looking down the block to the police tape where they’d entered the crime scene. Departing ambulances and arriving fire and police vehicles, all with sirens blaring, were setting his nerves on edge. His head throbbed from all the noise and from throwing up.  
 
    “Luca.”  
 
    His head snapped back as he turned to look at Kane who’d taken hold of both of his arms. He was frowning at him and for some reason, it didn’t even bother Luca. It was such a default expression on Kane, he was becoming used to it.  
 
    “Okay, Kane, whatever you say,” he muttered, wiping away tears.  
 
    Kane offered him a tiny smile before taking his bicep and leading him toward a silver Mustang parked at the curb. The man called Thayne was there with a key fob and he opened the car and rolled the windows down for him. Luca thanked him as he sat down in the front passenger seat.  
 
    “Now, you wait right here, Luca,” Kane said, looking at him pointedly. “I’ll be as quick as possible.”  
 
    Luca looked up at his looming form, standing beside the open door to the car and offered him what could only be the semblance of a smile. “Okay, Kane. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Kane reached down and patted his cheek softly before jogging away from the car to his work friends. Luca lay his head back on the headrest and shut his eyes.  
 
    He wished he’d never gotten up that morning. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Kane glanced over at Luca, sitting in Thayne’s car, trying not to be distracted by the way he slumped in the front passenger seat as he listened to his friends.  
 
    “We’ve got three bodies in the bar,” Cassidy was saying, “and another ten people have been taken to local hospitals.”  
 
    “We have to wait until the LAFD has deemed the structure safe before we can find out what kind of bomb we’re dealing with,” Jarrett drawled.  
 
    Kane turned back to his colleagues only to find some of them watching him. He cleared his throat.  
 
    “Do we think this is terrorism or an extremist group?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s impossible to know at this point,” Dev said. “All we know is that the bomb had to be very large in order to take out a building this size. The fact that is was set off in a gay bar may tie it in to some sort of extremist group but it’s still too early to tell.”  
 
    Kane nodded. “Okay, so, we wait. Do we have IDs on the other two bodies?”  
 
    Kelly nodded. “The LAFD pulled licenses off two others besides Freddy’s. One was the afternoon bartender and the other seems to be a regular who comes in for Happy Hour on the weekends. The manager was outside the building in the back alley having a smoke and he ID’d them from their driver’s licenses.”  
 
    “Okay, so where do we go from here?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Why don’t you take your young man home?” Sarah Connor said. Sarah was the special agent in charge of the ATF’s LA office. She laid a hand on his forearm as she looked up into his face. “There’s nothing more you can do here. Devecchio and Galvez will stay and collect whatever bomb fragments they can from the fire department so we can start to reassemble it back at the office, but there’s no reason to keep him here any longer.” She looked past his shoulder at Luca who still sat in Thayne’s car.  
 
    “I really only called you to bring him down here to ID Freddy Lombardi’s license,” Kelly said.  
 
    Kane put his hands on his hips and nodded at Murphy. “Yeah, okay, he’s not handling it very well.” He looked over at Luca who had his head down and felt a twinge of pity for him. Surprisingly, he wasn’t even fazed when Sarah called Luca his young man. When a man started shouting from half a block away, Kane turned his attention to the police barricade. He was surprised to see Stephen Auerbach standing behind the police tape and waving both arms over his head.  
 
    “Who’s that?” Jarrett asked.  
 
    “That’s Stephen Auerbach,” Kane said, frowning deeply. “He’s Luca’s boss.”  
 
    “Why is he here?” Thayne asked, staring down the street where the older man waved his arms.  
 
    “Stephen Auerbach…” Sarah repeated, consulting a small notepad she’d produced from somewhere. “The LAPD called the owner of Marty’s to notify him of the explosion. He made good time. You know him?”  
 
    Kane turned to look at his boss. “Are you kidding? He’s the owner of Auerbach’s Jewelers, the store where Luca works. I thought you knew that.”  
 
    “Yeah, I mean that makes sense. I just didn’t realize he also owns this gay bar,” Sarah replied.  
 
    “Auerbach… Stephen Auerbach owns this bar?” Kane asked, looking back at the smoldering remnants of the building.  
 
    “The LAFD pulled the city license for the building so we could call the owners and get a roster of employees to try and figure out who would have been working here today,” Mike Williams said. “Cass and I will go talk to him.”  
 
    “I better go with you,” Kane said. “When Luca sees him, he’s gonna lose his mind. I wonder if he knows his boss owns this bar.”  
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough,” Cassidy said with a frown of his own.  
 
    “I’ll go with you guys. I’ve met Auerbach before,” Kelly said. She and the three men left the larger group and began walking down the block. As they passed by Thayne’s Mustang, Kane was relieved to note that Luca had his eyes closed and his head back against the headrest, seemingly oblivious to the presence of Stephen Auerbach.  
 
    “Mr. Auerbach,” Kelly said, greeting the older man.  
 
    “Detective Murphy, I’m glad to see you here,” Auerbach said. “I wasn’t sure how I was going to get to the bar.” He glanced at the female patrol officer who was guarding the yellow tape before glancing back at them. When his gaze landed on Kane, he looked the man up and down. “Detective Delancey?”  
 
    “Yes, that’s right. I’m Murphy’s partner.” Technically, Kane was still undercover but it felt weird saying that with all his ATF colleagues around. He turned quickly away from the stunning man and introduced Cassidy and Mike. Auerbach shook hands with all of them. Kane couldn’t get over how good-looking the guy was. After seeing Luca kiss the man from a distance, he’d really hoped Stephen Auerbach would look like a troll up close. Unfortunately, he was one of those men who never seemed to age and when they did, it was with grace and beauty.  
 
    Auerbach looked down the street before returning his gaze to Kane. “What happened at Marty’s? When the LAPD called, I was only told there was a fire.” He glanced around at all the fire and police vehicles that were parked on the street. One firehose still directed water onto the building they could see smoking from a half block away.  
 
    “So, you are the owner of Marty’s?” Kane asked.  
 
    Auerbach turned his light eyes toward Kane and nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”  
 
    “You’re the sole owner?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Yes, I am now. I bought it over thirty years ago with my partner but he’s been dead for many years.”  
 
    “I see,” Kane said, “Do you oversee the daily operations?”  
 
    “Oh, no. My manager does that. His name is Antonio Herrera.” Auerbach’s eyes widened. “Oh, my God, was he in the bar when it caught on fire?”  
 
    “No, sir, he’s fine.” Kelly pointed to Herrera who was giving a statement to an officer near the rest of their colleagues. “He was smoking a cigarette in the back alley when the bomb went off so he wasn’t injured. He’s a lucky man.”  
 
    Auerbach choked. “I’m sorry. Did you say a bomb went off in the club?” He frowned deeply and covered his mouth with a manicured hand as he looked past Kelly, craning his neck to see anything or anyone he knew. “Oh, my God!” His terrified gaze shot back to Kane. Is—was—is everyone okay? I mean…”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Auerbach. At least three people are dead and several others have been taken to local hospitals.”  
 
    Auerbach covered his face with both hands. When he finally looked up, his expression was miserable and he had tears in his eyes. He looked at Kelly and when he spoke, his words came out gravelly.  
 
    “Can I go talk to Antonio?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, glancing at the other three law enforcement officers before reaching down and lifting the yellow tape for him to duck under.  
 
    Kane noticed how lithe and poised the man was when he walked away with Kelly. He glanced at Cassidy who was watching his expression. He realized he was still frowning and tried to school his features into a blank mask. He turned away, quickly following after the man. He had no idea what Cassidy might have seen in his expression, but the last thing he wanted to do was to come off as jealous of Auerbach especially when Luca spotted him. He now wished he had let Luca call that Uber after all.  
 
    Antonio looked up and burst into tears the moment he spotted Stephen Auerbach and Auerbach simply put out his arms, scooping the man up in them so that he could wail against his chest. As Kane walked up alongside the Mustang, Luca’s eyes fluttered open. Their gazes met and Luca reached up, rubbing at both red orbs. He sat up straight as he seemed to spot Auerbach and Kane watched him reach for the door handle. He had the overwhelming urge to grab him and hug him as he got out of the car, but he stopped where he was and watched as Luca raised his hand and waved, calling Auerbach by name.  
 
    “Stephen! What are you doing here?” Luca jogged over to where Auerbach stood with Mr. Herrera and when Auerbach saw him, he let go of his manager and grabbed Luca by both biceps, holding him out and looking him up and down with worry in his eyes.  
 
    “Luca! Are you okay?” Auerbach actually shook him as he looked into his eyes.  
 
    “Yes. I wasn’t in the bar. I came here with Detective Delancey.”  
 
    “Oh, thank God!” Auerbach said, hastily dragging Luca into an embrace. His hand on the back of Luca’s head as he held him against his body was very intimate and Kane had an intense desire to run over and yank the two men apart. Cassidy’s hand clamped down on his forearm, bringing him back to his senses. Kane turned to him as rage filled him. When he saw the pinched look on his friend’s face and the way he’d prepared to square off with Kane and keep him from running over there and ripping the man’s hands off Luca, he forced himself to take a deep breath. 
 
    “Don’t do it, my friend. You’ll regret it in front of all these people,” Cassidy said. “Talk to him privately if you must.”  
 
    “Do what?” Kane thundered.  
 
    “Run over there and launch yourself at Auerbach. The look on your face is a dead giveaway and that’s a lawsuit waiting to happen,” Mike said. “Men with that kind of money have lawyers in their back pockets.”  
 
    “Not only that, you’d damage whatever relationship you have started with Luca,” Cassidy said. He smirked just a little. “I’m kind of happy to see it’s progressed this way, though.”  
 
    “Yeah, don’t fuck it up,” Mike said.  
 
    Kane relaxed and ducked his head as Cassidy dropped his hand. He felt so stupid and he shouldn’t have really been so surprised that they’d both figured him and Luca out. When he glanced up, he blew out a breath and nodded his head.  
 
    “Thanks. I would have made an idiot out of myself. I had no idea I was that transparent.” He stared at the Luca and his much older boss, still hugging and crying together.  
 
    Cassidy chuckled and Kane felt like a tool when his friend reached out and squeezed his shoulder.  
 
    “It’s okay. The man is gorgeous, Delancey. On top of that, he’s one of the sweetest men I’ve met. Don’t fuck it up.”  
 
    Delancey smirked at Ryan as he dropped his hand. “Yeah, thanks.”  
 
    “Ah, young love,” Mike teased as Cassidy chuckled.  
 
    “Oh, fuck you two,” Kane said. He looked back at Luca just as Luca suddenly let go of his boss and glanced around, stopping when he spotted Kane. He offered him a sad smile and then turned, saying something to Auerbach before turning and jogging over to where they were standing. When he reached out and took Kane’s hand, Kane felt an incredible thrill rush through him. Kane looked down at their joined hands and made no move to let go of Luca even though they were standing on a very public street. When he glanced back up, Luca was watching him with tired eyes. He looked like he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.  
 
    “How long are you gonna be? I think I need to go home, Kane. I don’t feel so good,” Luca said. It was already after six.  
 
    “Let’s go.” Kane said, quietly, leaning down to speak against Luca’s hair. He turned back to Cassidy and Mike. “I’m gonna take him home.”  
 
    “Yeah, okay,” Kelly said, answering for the other men as she walked up. “We just needed Luca to ID the driver’s license so you should get him home. I need to catch the captain up with what happened here.”  
 
    “If you’d do that, Murphy, Mike and I will get everything else we need from Auerbach,” Cassidy said.  
 
    “Thanks, guys,” Kane replied. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    Luca sent small smiles to all of them and hugged Kelly before shaking Mike and Cassidy’s hands. Kane slung an arm over Luca’s shoulder and turned him away from the group, walking down the street toward the police tape. Only then did he realize they’d have to call an Uber. He’d left the Charger at the police station that morning when he and Kelly had gone out to interview Luca. He suddenly spotted Thayne and Jarrett standing beside Thayne’s Mustang and he changed course, pulling Luca along with him as he walked over to them. The two men looked up when they walked over.  
 
    “What’s up, Delancey?” his coworkers asked.  
 
    “I need to get Luca home and it just occurred to me he hasn’t eaten. Are you guys headed out? We don’t have a car,” Kane said before looking down at Luca who just seemed devoid of all energy.  
 
    “Actually, we were just talkin’ about grabbing somethin’ to eat,” Jarrett drawled. “Sarah says she don’t need the whole gang here and it was our day off before we got the call.”  
 
    “Would the two of you like to grab some food with us?” Thayne asked, smiling at Luca. 
 
    Kane looked down at his young lover. “Is that okay with you or you wanna go home? I don’t care either way but you haven’t eaten at all today.”  
 
    Luca shrugged and the light in his eyes was too beautiful for words. “I guess I could go for a veggie burger or something.”  
 
    “There’s a good vegetarian restaurant nearby,” Thayne suggested.  
 
    “Oh, goodie… vegetarian again,” Jarrett grumbled. “I don’t understand why we can’t eat things that once had parents.”  
 
    Luca managed a pathetic chuckle but he smiled at the big white-haired former Marine. Kane knew if anyone could make Luca feel better, it was Jarrett and Thayne.  
 
    “That sounds great,” Luca said, glancing up at Kane. “I am starving. Maybe that’s why my stomach is rolling.”  
 
    Kane figured that wasn’t the main reason his stomach was rolling. It wasn’t every day a civilian like Luca just found out that one of his best friends blew up.  
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    Luca climbed into the back of Thayne’s Mustang as Kane folded his long legs into the back beside him. When he reached over and took Luca’s hand in his own larger one, he looked up at him in surprise. Kane smiled and leaned close to him, whispering into his hair as he had in the street.  
 
    “You okay, baby?”  
 
    Luca shivered. Hearing the concern in Kane’s voice wasn’t terribly surprising but the public display of affection was beginning to freak Luca out a little bit. Kane had made such a 180, Luca felt like his head was spinning. It was weird. A day or so ago, the man had walked away from him in a club for fear of being found out by the girl he was with and now it seemed like he couldn’t stop touching him.  
 
    Not that Luca didn’t love the way it felt to have his hand in Kane’s. Just touching him in the back seat of the car was enough to ground him after the trauma of learning that Freddy had died. He felt safe and cared for. When he looked up into Kane’s eyes, he saw kindness there that had only shown itself on rare occasions. He’d seen it when he cooed to his ferrets and he’d seen it when he looked at his partner. He’d even seen it when he’d hugged Luca after he’d nearly been killed by a murderer. But noting how Kane’s gaze softened when he looked at him now, gave Luca butterflies.  
 
    “I’m fine. Hungry and tired, Kane,” Luca said, dropping his head on Kane’s shoulder. When Kane grunted and squeezed Luca’s hand, Luca couldn’t help but smile. He closed his eyes and then smiled when he felt Kane press a kiss to the top of his head. The gesture was surprising but it made him feel warm all over.  
 
    Thayne drove for about twenty minutes, taking a twisty road through the canyon over the hill which deposited them in the San Fernando Valley, not far from Kane’s place. When he pulled the Mustang into the parking lot of Veggie Grill, a vegetarian eatery that Luca had been to once before, he perked up. He’d loved their food but he was also excited by the shop that patrons of the bistro had to walk through to get to the front door of the restaurant.  
 
    As they piled out of the car, Jarrett Evans was grumbling. Luca watched the dynamic between the two men who’d told him they’d been married for about a year and a half. They clearly loved each other a lot but they were so different. It almost gave him hope for Kane and himself. He tried to wave away the thought the moment it popped into his head. It wouldn’t do him any good to hope for things that would probably never happen. 
 
    They walked into the store front and immediately Luca realized how busy the restaurant had to be. The shop was packed with people. Thayne and Jarrett excused themselves to put their names in with the restaurant hostess as Luca stopped at a rack in the store and picked up a ceramic tea strainer with holes. It was hand-painted and beautiful. He loved a good cup of tea now and then but he rarely strained his tea leaves. Kane stopped beside him just as he spotted a beautiful teacup with the signs of the zodiac on the matching saucer. He gasped and immediately put the strainer down before lifting the delicate red cup, turning it over in his hands to look closer at it as he glanced up at Kane. The man was frowning at him and Luca shrugged, holding up the cup and saucer to show him. Kane cocked his head and smirked at him.  
 
    “What have you found?”  
 
    “It’s a teacup… for tasseography,” Luca said.  
 
    Kane frowned. “Tasse… what?”  
 
    Luca smiled. “Tasseography… the art of reading tea leaves.”  
 
    Kane snorted. “Let me guess. You buy into all of that?”  
 
    Luca nodded his head. “Of course I do. Don’t you?”  
 
    Kane grinned and Luca loved the dimples in his cheeks as his eyes sparkled.  
 
    “No, I don’t believe in any of that fortune telling stuff. I suppose you see a psychic too?”  
 
    Luca rolled his eyes dramatically. “Have you been listening? No, I don’t see a psychic anymore. Now, I see a tasseographer. It’s an ancient art, Delancey.” Luca suddenly brightened. “I’ll take you to meet Pimporn.”  
 
    “Who’s Pimporn?”  
 
    “Pimporn Vajiralongkorn. My tasseographer.”  
 
    Kane chuckled. “Now you’re just pulling my leg.”  
 
    “Pimporn is amazing,” Luca said, setting down the delicate china cup and grabbing Kane’s arm. “You won’t believe the things I’ve learned about life and about myself from the tea leaves.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “You guys ready?” Thayne asked, walking over. “They’ve got a table for us.”  
 
    Luca gave one more longing glance at the delicate red cup and saucer before turning to follow Delancey and Thayne back to their hostess where Jarrett was waiting. Once they were seated in a quiet corner of the very busy restaurant, Luca enthusiastically opened the menu and began reading over it. He was so hungry for a split second he almost forgot why they hadn’t eaten anything today. He felt a stab of pain in his heart as he thought of Freddy and wondered again why anyone had chosen to blow up Marty’s. It was such a great bar and historic in that part of WeHo.  
 
    He tried not to think about the bartenders and the karaoke shows and the very first time he’d ever seen Kane in that setting. He’d been shocked to learn that Stephen owned the bar also. His boss had looked so sad when he’d gazed at the burning building which must have been very special to him at one time. His eyes had been haunted and Luca had been dying to ask Stephen about how he came to own the bar but it hadn’t been the time for such trivial questions. It was just too sad to think that it was all gone now. When he glanced over at Kane, he was frowning at the menu.  
 
    “Does anything look good to you?” Luca asked, realizing he’d been daydreaming again. He made an effort to concentrate on the big man beside him as he forced sad thoughts out of his head. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Kane said. “Is any of this food?” 
 
    Jarrett burst into laugher across the table from them. Thayne chuckled beside his husband as Luca smiled at Kane’s semiserious question.  
 
    “I been wonderin’ about that myself,” Jarrett drawled. “I guess it’d have to be food if it’s on a menu, right?” he asked, looking over at his husband.  
 
    “You are both hopeless,” Thayne said, looking at Jarrett and Kane before glancing at Luca and rolling his eyes. “Look,” Thayne said, pointing to something under entrees and holding his menu out to his husband. “Eggplant parmesan is available on the vegetarian menu. Vegan entrees are on the other side.”  
 
    Luca leaned over to Kane and pointed to the areas Jarrett’s husband was explaining on his own menu. “Please don’t pretend you’ve never heard of eggplant,” Luca said, staring at Kane until he glanced up and met his eyes.  
 
    “Scrambled or hardboiled?” Kane asked with a smirk. Jarrett laughed again and this time Thayne joined him as Luca gaped at him.  
 
    “Oh my God, you think I’m serious,” Kane said, grinning. He rolled his eyes and affectionately bumped Luca’s shoulder with his own. “Who hasn’t heard of eggplant?”  
 
    “Well, I wasn’t sure.”  
 
    “It’s really good here. Their veggie burgers are fantastic too and they bake their own bread. It’s gluten free but it doesn’t have that super dense texture I don’t like,” Thayne said.  
 
    “Oh, yummy. That’s what I’m having,” Luca said, closing his menu.  
 
    “A veggie burger?” Kane asked.  
 
    Luca nodded. “What about you? The huevos rancheros looks fantastic.” Luca pointed to the entrée on Kane’s menu.  
 
    “Hmm,” Kane hummed and then closed his menu. “That sounds good.” 
 
    “Oh, look, Jarrett. They have tofu tacos,” Thayne said, pointing to the menu with a teasing glint in his eyes.  
 
    “You shut your whore mouth,” Jarrett said and this time it was Luca and Kane’s turn to laugh.  
 
    “Not a fan of tofu, Special Agent Evans?” Luca asked.  
 
    Jarrett eyeballed him over the menu. “Call me Jarrett, Luca. And no, in answer to your question. I couldn’t think of a single thing that could possibly be worse than tofu.” 
 
    “You’ve eaten a lot of tofu, have you?” Kane asked with a smirk.  
 
    “Thayne has bricks of the stuff in the refrigerator,” Jarrett grumbled.  
 
    “Bricks? Plural?” Kane asked, looking horrified.  
 
    “Yeah, ‘cause apparently, they come in various viscosities,” Jarrett drawled.  
 
    Luca laughed and the others did too.  
 
    “Viscosities?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Soft, hard, medium… I don’t know. It’s just the way the shit comes. And I still haven’t figured out why a person needs more than one level of hell,” Jarrett said waving his hand at his husband. “But this one here, needs all of ‘em.” 
 
    “Says the man who thinks ketchup counts as a vegetable,” Thayne replied with a smile. 
 
    Luca laughed, feeling lighter for the first time that day. He was really happy Kane had stopped by Thayne’s Mustang and asked the men about dinner. The waiter came over and they ordered their food. When Kane’s huevos rancheros came, he dug in and held out a bite for Luca to taste. Luca was going to refuse but when he caught the unmistakable look of devotion in Kane’s gaze, he ate it right off his fork. It tasted as good as his own burger which he devoured with relish. At the end of the meal, Kane sat back and patted his stomach, looking full and happy.  
 
    “What do you think?” Thayne asked, wiping his mouth with a napkin as the waiter refilled his iced tea glass.  
 
    “Surprisingly, good,” Kane replied.  
 
    “So, you think you could eat here again?” Luca asked, feeling hopeful.  
 
    Kane nodded slowly. “I think so and it’s not that far from my house.”  
 
    “Where do you live?” Jarrett asked.  
 
    “Valley Village,” Kane replied. “And, I hope it’s not a lot to ask but do you think you could drop us at my house?”  
 
    “Sure. We’re south of the Boulevard in Sherman Oaks,” Thayne said. “You’re right on our way.”  
 
    “Thanks. I left the Charger at the station in Brentwood this morning,” Kane said.  
 
    “So, y’all are a couple now?” Jarrett asked. He oomphed loudly as Thayne elbowed him.  
 
    “You shouldn’t ask that, you cretin,” Thayne chided.  
 
    “We’re not a couple. Just…” Luca let his words trail off as he suddenly caught sight of Kane’s expression. He wasn’t horrified. He looked resigned but as their gazes met, he smiled at Luca before reaching over to take his hand under the table. When he looked back at the men across the table from them, Luca saw him give the slightest nod.  
 
    “We’re trying to figure some things out,” Kane said. 
 
    You could have knocked Luca over with a feather but his heart swelled so much, it felt like he couldn’t breathe. Kane searched his eyes seeming to be waiting for something. Luca swallowed hard and nodded.  
 
    “Yes.” Luca turned back to Thayne and Jarrett who were watching them both closely. “I guess we’re trying to figure some things out.”  
 
    Kane squeezed his fingers and when Luca glanced over, the look of desire in his gaze was stark. Surprisingly, there was nothing sexual in it. The desire, clearly on display, was something entirely different and it warmed Luca from the inside out.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Thayne and Jarrett dropped them off at Kane’s townhouse fifteen minutes later. It had been a thoroughly exhausting day and honestly, Luca wanted to crash. The problem lay in the fact that he had to be at work first thing in the morning. Kane hadn’t asked him to stay over and he didn’t want to sound presumptuous by asking if he could. Neither of them had a car with them so trying to get home to his place with an Uber in early morning traffic and then to work by eight wasn’t looking like a great option either.  
 
    Kane unlocked the door and let them both into the townhouse. Luca climbed the stairs to the main level with Kane at his back. He could feel the man’s gaze on his ass all the way up and as much as he wanted to roll right into Kane’s bed again, he was emotionally tapped out. He really hoped Kane wouldn’t want to be intimate. After Kane flipped on the air-conditioning to blow the heat of the day out of the house, he turned to Luca.  
 
    “Come here, baby.”  
 
    Luca walked into his outstretched arms and was surprised when Kane hugged him gently. He didn’t attempt to kiss him, just let him cuddle against his wide chest. Luca closed his eyes, breathing in the scent of the man who always had the ability to make his knees go weak. When Kane finally let him go, he kept both hands at Luca’s hips, looking down into his face with a concerned expression. He lifted one hand and cupped his cheek. Luca leaned into the palm of his hand. 
 
    “It’s been a hell of a day for you, hasn’t it, Luca?”  
 
    That simple question brought the sting of tears to Luca’s eyes. There were so many layers to this man that he was only now beginning to see. He wondered how Kane knew where he was emotionally, but the man could read him like a book.  
 
    “Oh, Luca, don’t cry, baby.” Kane pulled him close again. “I know you’re not used to all this and I know you just lost a friend.” Kane leaned back and kissed his forehead softly before looking back down at him again. “Let me go feed the babies and change their bedding. Why don’t you just sit down and turn on a movie. When I’m done, I’ll come down and make some popcorn.”  
 
    Luca sniffed and nodded sharply before managing a tiny smile. “I have to get home some time tonight. I’ve got an early shift at eight.”  
 
    Kane nodded slowly. “Well, I can take you to work in the morning on my bike if you’d like.”  
 
    Luca frowned just a little. “Your bike?”  
 
    Kane smiled. “I have an LS 218 that’s so fast it’ll get you to your store in no time. Like literally, fifteen minutes even with Monday morning traffic.”  
 
    “I have no idea what that is but I can only assume it’s a motorcycle,” Luca said.  
 
    “Wait till you see it. It’s my pride and joy,” Kane said with a huge wide grin.  
 
    “I thought the Charger was your pride and joy.” 
 
    Kane nodded. “Yes. The Charger is pure car porn, but since it’s an 8-cylinder gas hog and I am trying to help the environment now that I’m all grown up, I saved and saved and bought myself the top of the line in electric motorcycles. Wait till you see my other baby.”  
 
    Luca snorted as he finally let go of him and stepped back. “You’re just a big kid, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Well, I don’t drive a Yugo, if that’s what you’re asking.”  
 
    Luca laughed out loud, setting both hands on his hips and trying to look almost offended. The first time Kane had ever seen him behind the wheel was when he was getting a driving lesson from his friend Thelma. He only had one more lesson before he could go out and get his license. He had no money to buy a car since he sent his mom and sister as much of his paycheck as he could, but what the heck? At least he’d be able to drive when he finally bought one.  
 
    “Let me go feed Dorothy and Toto.”  
 
    “You still have the babies?” Luca asked. Kane’s ferrets just had a litter when they’d first met.  
 
    “Nope. They’ve all gone to their adoptive families and it’s just mom and dad.”  
 
    “I hope they’re spayed and neutered now.”  
 
    “Toto was neutered the same day I found out Dorothy was expecting. She was spayed as soon as the kits were rehomed with their new families,” Kane said, starting to climb the stairs to his loft bedroom where he kept the ferrets. “I didn’t have to spay her but I want her to live longer and my vet said it will give her extra time. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Luca watched him climb the stairs two at a time, disappearing into the only bedroom on that floor. Luca had been over to Kane’s place a couple of times. It was a nice two-story townhome with a large balcony with chairs and plants. Luca thought it would be a nice place to sit and read a book. He walked over to a bookcase and perused titles there, smiling when he caught sight of several Michael Crichton hardbacks. They’d once discussed how much they both loved the author’s books. He pulled Prey out of the bookcase and then walked over to the sofa, flopping down on the comfortable couch.  
 
    When he did, he noticed a misshapen ashtray that looked like a child had formed it. It was painted with a flecked blue paint and had a high gloss, obviously fired in a kiln. He set the book aside and leaned forward, taking the ashtray off the table. It was very heavy and Luca flipped it over to look at the bottom and learn its origin. In orange clay, someone had drawn the initials K.D. with some sort of sharp object, perhaps a ballpoint pen. He flipped the ashtray back over and looked harder at it.  
 
    Kane had gone into the WITSEC program when he was only twelve and he’d told Luca that they’d changed his name. If he’d made the ashtray as a young child, it would have had the initials J.B. for Jimmy Boyle, his birth name. Luca examined the lumpy misshapen thing and marveled that such a skilled man with a gun could have absolutely no talent with sculpture. He was still holding it when he heard footfalls coming down the stairs behind him. He turned and caught sight of Kane. 
 
    “You admiring my artwork?” Kane asked with a stunning grin. Luca had been caught red handed with the lumpy ashtray in his hands. He felt a blush redden his cheeks, flooded with embarrassment. He held up the ashtray and smirked.  
 
    “You made this?” Luca asked, wondering why he’d ever admit to such a thing. 
 
    “Yeah. I did,” Kane said with a laugh. 
 
    “I thought it might be a Picasso. You guys have a similar appreciation for form,” Luca said, looking up at Kane as he flopped down on the couch beside him. He held out a hand and Luca plunked the ashtray in it. Kane smiled as he looked it over.  
 
    “I dated a girl with a kid once,” Kane said, glancing up at Luca. “She had a six-year-old son who was born with cerebral palsy and she took him to art therapy once a week. I went with them one day and the boy wanted me to sit down and show him how to make something for his mom.”  
 
    Luca listened with his heart in his throat.  
 
    “All the kids were developmentally disabled or physically impaired in some manner, so I sat down with the boy and showed him how to work the clay. He made one for his mom that looked just a little better than this.” He looked back up at Luca and shrugged his shoulders. “It was the best he could do.” Kane smiled at the memory.  
 
    “And you didn’t want to make him feel like you’d made something better than his, right?” Luca asked around the huge lump in his throat.  
 
    “Something like that, I guess.” Kane leaned forward and set the ashtray back on the table and as soon as he leaned back, Luca tackled him back on the couch, climbing over his body and straddling him.  
 
    Kane oomphed with surprise and he wrapped both arms around Luca’s back, almost in reflex. Luca wound his arms around Kane’s neck, lowered his mouth, and took possession of Kane’s in a burning, devouring kiss. The man couldn’t have said or done anything sexier than he just had. As Luca kissed him, sliding his tongue into the big man’s mouth, he tried to imagine something sweeter than purposely creating a lopsided ashtray just to make a little boy with cerebral palsy feel like a king. Luca’s imagination just wasn’t that good.  
 
    They kissed for what seemed like an eternity. Luca grew hard in his pants, despite the fact that he was emotionally exhausted. Kane was still in his suit but Luca didn’t care; time suddenly wasn’t a factor and getting home quickly had lost its importance. Luca began to unbutton his shirt when the phone in Kane’s pocket suddenly began to ring. He lifted his mouth from Kane’s only to find his lover panting, his lips swollen from their kisses. His own lips stung.  
 
    “Sorry, baby. I should get this,” Kane said, grunting as Luca swung his leg over and sat hard beside him on the couch. Luca noticed the massive bulge in Kane’s suit pants and smiled to himself as Kane dug his phone out of a pocket in his coat and answered.  
 
    “Delancey.”  
 
    Luca listened to the distinctly male voice coming through the line as he watched Kane’s face. When he stood up and walked away, Luca sat there, feeling strange. He probably should have been jealous but he wasn’t. Most of the time when his own phone rang, it was some guy calling him for a date or just to ask if he wanted to join him at a club somewhere. He stared at the small lumpy ashtray sitting on the coffee table and listened to Kane speak into the phone.  
 
    “Okay, yeah. Tell Mike and Kelly to wait for me. I’m in the Valley so it’ll be a half hour before I can get there.” When Kane swiped the phone and walked back around the couch, he wasn’t smiling. “That was Cassidy Ryan. I gotta go down to the coroner’s office in LA, Luca, so I guess, I can take you home after I change clothes.”  
 
    Luca stood up and moved into Kane’s personal space and Kane surrounded his back with both arms, pulling him close the way he’d done earlier. Luca blinked up at him.  
 
    “It’s okay. I gotta work early anyway, Kane.” He smiled. “Besides, I know it’s only an excuse for you to get me onto the back of the bike, right?”  
 
    Kane grinned. “Yes. That’s it.” He leaned down and took Luca’s mouth in a deep kiss and Luca melted against his huge body, loving the way the hard muscles of his back bunched beneath his suit coat. They kissed for a full minute before Kane groaned and pulled away. He reached down and adjusted his erection.  
 
    “Damn you, Luca.” Kane grinned and turned away, walking down the hallway toward his bedroom as Luca smiled after him.  
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    Kane was changing clothes when Luca’s own phone rang. He pulled it out and spotted Corey’s number immediately. He sighed and answered the phone, promising himself that he’d beg off whatever plans his best friend wanted to rope him into.  
 
    “Hey, Corey. What’s up?” 
 
    “Luca! Did you hear about Marty’s?” Corey sounded even more excited than usual and the last thing Luca wanted to do was explain that he’d not only heard about the bombing and Freddy’s death, but he’d been on the street that afternoon and actually seen the devastation.  
 
    “I heard about it, Corey.”  
 
    “Well, there’s a huge fundraiser for the victims at Hamburger Mary’s tonight. The whole community is coming out for a candlelight vigil. I’m going to be by to pick you up in about ten minutes, so you have to be ready,” Corey said.  
 
    “I’m not home, Corey but I will be in about a half hour.” Luca hesitated. “It’s really tonight?” He knew he had to go. At the very least he had to be the one to tell Corey about Freddy before he found out from someone else but at the moment, he really wasn’t looking forward to telling anyone about seeing the blown-out building firsthand. He also didn’t have the energy to answer the barrage of questions about Kane that he knew would be coming the moment he told his best friend about their reunion.  
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll see you then. I’m driving so we don’t have to take the bus,” Corey said.  
 
    Before Luca could say anything, Corey hung up. He pulled the phone away from his ear and stared at it just to make sure he hadn’t missed something but sure enough, Corey hadn’t even waited for his answer. Hell. Sometimes the guy got so excited, he couldn’t control himself. Kane walked out of the bedroom dressed in faded 501 jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black leather jacket a moment later. He looked like a walking wet dream but when he padded over to a row of boots by the stairs and squatted to pick up a pair of buckled leather riding boots, Luca wanted to swoon.  
 
    Jesus, the man was simply drool-worthy.  
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    The rumble of the bike under Luca’s ass ceased as Kane shut off the motor. He let go of the death grip he’d had around Kane’s body and leaned back as he reached up to take off the helmet he’d given Luca to wear. The bright blue motorcycle was everything Kane had promised it would be. It was gorgeous, damned fast, and electric—good for the environment. From the moment Kane had pulled the tarp off it in his parking garage, Luca had known he was going to love riding on the back of it. The padded black seat on the bike was built for two and when Kane reached up to a locked overhead storage box in the garage and pulled out two helmets, he shivered with desire to sit behind Kane and hug him tightly while they rode.  
 
    Kane was a good driver and Luca had no doubt he could have gotten to his apartment faster than the twenty minutes it took, driving over the hill on the 405 freeway. Luca had a feeling he’d only kept the speed down because Luca told him it was his first time on a motorcycle. The ride was thrilling as hell. Kane had driven smoothly between the lanes of cars, which was allowed on California freeways, but the narrow gap between the cars was scary. Kane had executed it flawlessly, however. Luca decided if it had been anyone other than Kane driving, he wouldn’t have gotten onto the back of the bike. The big man was obviously experienced.  
 
    Kane pulled up to the curb in front of Luca’s apartment and waited for him to get off the bike. Luca’s ass was still vibrating as he stood beside the bike and pulled his helmet off, handing it to Kane who still straddled the large blue bike. Kane watched him closely, seeming to examine his reaction of the ride with a glint of amusement in his eyes. He was probably waiting for Luca to have some sort of meltdown. He smiled at Kane and suddenly had the overwhelming urge to kiss him. When Kane reached out and wrapped his long arm around Luca’s back and pulled him close, Luca couldn’t help but throw his own arms around Kane’s neck and lean down. Their lips crashed together in a toe-curling kiss that burned right through the cold that had seeped into Luca during the ride.  
 
    They only parted their mouths when someone called Luca’s name. He glanced at Corey who waved at him from half a block away. He was standing outside his white Honda Accord, waving his arms. Luca lifted his hand and waved back at him before turning back to Kane and offering him a tiny smile.  
 
    “Tell me you’re not going out to a club or something tonight,” Kane said.  
 
    Luca nodded. “The community is turning out for a candlelight vigil and fundraiser tonight at Hamburger Mary’s. Corey called me while you were changing clothes.” Kane nodded, not looking overly pleased but that couldn’t be helped. This rekindling of their relationship was way too new for either of them to be putting any conditions on it. There was no way Luca was going to curtail his activities with his friends and if Kane hadn’t been headed to the coroner’s office to meet his colleagues, Luca would have invited him along.  
 
    “Well, be careful,” Kane said, frowning. “We don’t know who did this and the investigation is still in its infancy. I can only guess when you say the community, you mean the LGBT community. Marty’s was a gay bar so…”  
 
    Luca reached up and placed two fingers over Kane’s full lips. When he stopped talking, Luca leaned down and kissed him.  
 
    “I’ll be careful, Special Agent Delancey. I promise.” Luca smiled sweetly at Kane and watched his shoulders move up and down with his deep sigh. He knew how hard it had to be for Kane to just let him walk back into a crowd of people who may be targeted. It had to be terrifying for anyone to see someone they cared about in that situation but for an alpha male like Kane, it was probably much worse. He was showing great restraint even though Luca had predicted he would act like a caveman. He really was falling for him… 
 
    … all over again.  
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    “Are you out of your ever-loving mind, Luca?” Corey bellowed the moment Luca got into his friend’s car after he’d changed clothes upstairs in his apartment. “That man got what he wanted from you and fucked off, leaving you alone to go date a woman!”  
 
    “He’s not…” Luca hesitated. How on earth was he going to get Corey to understand what he and Kane had together? He knew he was probably an idiot for believing in Kane… for believing that Kane actually cared this time but Corey hadn’t seen the way Kane looked at him. He hadn’t heard the way Kane’s voice shook as he’d apologized to him. He had no idea how to explain the look in Kane’s eyes when he thought they might be walking into danger tonight just for going to a vigil.  
 
    “What? He’s not what?” Corey demanded, starting the Honda’s engine with a roar. He pulled out onto the street and pointed the car toward the bar but Luca could feel his friend vibrating.  
 
    “He apologized,” Luca began but stopped when Corey let out a bark of laughter.  
 
    “Bullshit!” he said, dragging his eyes away from the road so he could give Luca the “death glare”. “How can you fall for that? He only wants to get back into your pants.”  
 
    “He already did, okay?” Luca replied defensively.  
 
    “You really are an idiot then,” Corey said. 
 
    Luca knew he only worried about him but he didn’t like having to look in the mirror which Corey was forcing him to do. It’s not like he hadn’t thought about that ten times today. Then they’d made love and then Marty’s had happened… like Kane said, it had been a hell of a day.  
 
    “We’ll talk about this after you calm down, Corey. I know you don’t want to listen right now and there’s a lot that’s gone on today so let’s just table this until later, okay?”  
 
    Corey glanced over at him again and Luca sent him his most practiced pleading expression. Corey watched him for a second and then sighed.  
 
    “Fine, asshole.” Corey turned his gaze back to the road and Luca relaxed back in the seat of his car.  
 
    Luca ran his hands up the sides of his arms, realizing he hadn’t put on a jacket. He reached up and touched his ears. They felt like ice and he suddenly remembered freezing his ass off on the back of Kane’s gorgeous bike.  
 
    “Hey, do you have a hoodie or something?”  
 
    Corey glanced over at him. “Are you cold? Where’s your jacket?”  
 
    “I forgot it when I ran upstairs to change and my ears are freezing from being on the back of that bike. Even with the helmet on, my head still froze.”  
 
    Corey smirked. “I can’t believe you rode on the back of the motorcycle. By the time I spotted you, you’d already climbed off. I bet you looked hot on that bike.”  
 
    “Kane looks hot on that bike. I just clung to him like a fucking limpet.”  
 
    Corey chuckled as Luca ran his hands up and down his biceps again.  
 
    “Sorry,” Corey said, reaching between the seats and digging for something in his backseat as he drove. “I forgot you were cold.”  
 
    Luca waited as Corey pulled his arm back and then held something out for him to take.  
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Luca asked, holding up a black knit ski mask with a huge florescent pink pompom on the top. The eye holes and mouth hole were trimmed in the same ridiculous pink. He’d never seen anything like it before. 
 
    “What? You said your ears were cold,” Corey said, pointing to it. “That thing works great for cold ears.” 
 
    “I’m not putting this on,” Luca said, turning the offending object over and over in his hands. He held it up and shook it until Corey turned to look at him again.  
 
    “What?” his friend asked with a tiny smile playing around his lips.  
 
    “Where did you get this?” Luca asked.  
 
    “I was looking for socks the last time I was at my grandmother’s house. I found it in her dresser drawer and she gave it to me,” Corey explained. “She said I could have it because she only wears it if she has to go to the pharmacy.” 
 
    Luca blinked at him for a few seconds, speechless. “While she’s there does your grandmother rob the pharmacy?” Luca asked.  
 
    Corey burst into laughter and Luca grinned. He was so relieved to hear his friend laugh. It felt like he’d been waiting for the sound all night long.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Kane walked into the LA County coroner’s office ten minutes after he dropped Luca off at his apartment. His whole body was thrumming with energy. He was anxious to find out why he’d been called to come down there tonight. Usually the county coroner only worked the day shift but Cassidy Ryan had explained that Linda Hastings was there and had some important information to share with all of them. That meant whatever it was had to be significant.  
 
    Kelly greeted him when the elevator doors swished open as soon as they stopped at the basement level. In addition to his partner Kane found Cassidy, Mike, and Lincoln Snow from the FBI, his partner, Mac, and Kane’s colleagues from the ATF—Dev King, Nico Devecchio, Jose Galvez, and Sarah, his SAC. It was a full house and Kane frowned the moment he saw them all. Something was obviously up with all of this. He greeted Sarah as she reached out and took his elbow, pulling him away from the others.  
 
    “Everyone over there knows about WITSEC except for Galvez and Devecchio. I think you should tell them about it because that’s kind of why we’re all here.”  
 
    Kane frowned deeply as he set his hands on both hips. “Wait a minute. What does me being in WITSEC have to do with the coroner’s office and the death of all those people?”  
 
    “Remember when Marshal Brady told us there was a handful of people in WITSEC who were out of pocket? He and the marshals have been trying to locate all of them. Ring a bell?”  
 
    Kane nodded. “Yeah.”  
 
    “Okay, so we had Devecchio on the victim’s deep background since he’s the go-to computer genius in our office. He got to Freddy Lombardi and guess what?”  
 
    Kane felt the blood drain out of his face. “No way. Lombardi was in the program?”  
 
    Sarah nodded. “Yes. Devecchio found out that all his records were forged,” she said, leaning close so she could speak with a whisper. “You know how impenetrable WITSEC is and how good their ID kits are.”  
 
    Kane nodded.  
 
    “Well, you also know Devecchio is a fucking rocket scientist when it comes to computers. He suspected something and then went in and started dissecting the code. He learned Lombardi was a false identity and started asking questions. You have to tell him and Jose about yourself so that the whole team is up to speed with the rest of us.” Sarah put her hand out and squeezed Kane’s arm as she looked deeply into his eyes. “I know this means that two more people will know about you but Devecchio already suspects something and it won’t be long before he convinces Jose of it and…”  
 
    Kane held up a hand. “It’s okay, Sarah. I trust them both. They’re like brothers to me. They’re not the leak or the criminals here.” He glanced over at the rest of the group and counted the number of people who knew about him before looking back at her. It was a staggering number once he added in the marshals and Luca. “Go ahead and tell them.”  
 
    Sarah nodded, dropping her hand. “Good. I was hoping you’d say that. We’ll talk to Hastings—the coroner—and then you can tell them.”  
 
    Kane nodded. “That’s fine.” 
 
    They turned and walked back to the others who all waited patiently.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” Sarah said to the group. “Let’s go talk to the coroner. She says she has a significant finding that turned up during Lombardi’s autopsy.”  
 
    Cassidy and Mike led the way into the coroner’s office ahead of Lincoln, Mac, and the rest of Kane’s colleagues from the ATF, ten people in all. When Linda Hastings looked up, her eyes widened. Linda was a very pretty woman in her early forties. Kane had met her once before and even though she was much older than he was, he’d debated whether to ask her out. She had the face and figure of a Barbie doll and she was his type—at least she had been his type until he met Luca. He had to push that thought out of his mind because if he started thinking about how attractive Luca was, he was going to end up with a hard-on. That was the last thing he needed at the moment. When the coroner finally recovered her composure, she addressed Cassidy.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were bringing all of law enforcement with you, Ryan.”  
 
    “Hey, Linda. You might not know everyone here,” Cassidy said, holding out his hand. “This is…”  
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    “Huh?” Cassidy asked, furrowing his brows.  
 
    “I said, it’s fine. Don’t bother to introduce everyone. Just gather ‘round boys and girls and let me show you all what I’ve found.” She turned and walked to an autopsy table. 
 
    Kane met Cassidy’s gaze. The detective was trying not to laugh. Kane smirked at him but did as the bitchy coroner told them to do and walked over to the long metal table where a burned body was stretched out. The room smelled of burnt flesh, a stink Kane had only known from his days of active duty. When he’d been in the Corps, he’d been exposed to more than one chaotic scene where an insurgent had set off a bomb. It was a smell one didn’t forget easily. Freddy’s body was mostly intact but for a missing right leg. His flesh had been ripped apart by an explosive that had gone off in close proximity to it.  
 
    “As you can see, Mr. Lombardi was very close to the blast when it went off,” Linda said. “The other bodies were damaged less than his because they were farther away.” She swept a hand out at the other two tables in the room. Bodies lay on those as well. As she spoke the door to the autopsy room opened and a coroner tech rolled a stretcher into the room. On it was a black zippered body bag. 
 
    “Is that the latest?” Linda asked.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. This person passed away at the hospital only recently.”  
 
    Linda nodded and looked directly at Cassidy as if he were the only person in the room. “That makes four dead from this bombing. Should I expect more, Cassidy?” She fluttered her lashes at Ryan and Kane had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.  
 
    “Two more are on the critical list,” Mike said, answering for his partner. 
 
    The coroner turned to glare at him. 
 
    “We’ll have to wait and see, I guess,” Mike continued. 
 
    “Fine.” Linda waved her hand at the tech. “Put our latest case over there until we finish up with these.” She turned back to the body, perusing it for a moment before walking over to a light box which hung on a wall. She reached up and switched it on. An x-ray of a head and neck lit up on the box. “This is Mr. Lombardi’s head x-ray and it’s why I called you,” she said, pointing to a white spot in the man’s skull.  
 
    “As you can see, this is a bullet wound.”  
 
    “That’s not shrapnel from the bomb?” Cassidy asked, walking over and staring at the x-ray with the rest of them.  
 
    “No, Cassidy. That is a .38 caliber slug.” Linda walked back to the body and picked up a small cylinder with a bullet in it. She held it up and showed them all. “I extracted it from his left temporal lobe.” 
 
    “So you’re saying he was killed by this bullet, not the subsequent explosion?” Lincoln asked.  
 
    “That’s right. I can only assume that the bomber set off the bomb after killing Mr. Lombardi…” She looked around the room. “Unless one of those fellows is our bomber, he shot Mr. Lombardi before the bomb went off.”  
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Kane said. “I’ll venture a guess that the bomb was set off to cover the murder.”  
 
    “Which means that Lombardi was the target all along,” Mike concluded. “Whoever planned this just didn’t give a damn who else they killed.”  
 
    “That’s cold, man,” Jose Galvez said.  
 
    “You can say that again,” Sarah said. She looked at the coroner. “You’ll call us after forensics gets the ballistics back on that bullet?”  
 
    Linda sniffed, looking down her nose at Sarah. “Of course.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Sarah said. She reached out a hand to the coroner. Linda looked down, examining the appendage as if it were the leg of a spider. “Thank you, Coroner Hastings,” Sarah repeated. 
 
    Linda finally nodded, taking Sarah’s hand. “No problem.”  
 
    Kane covered his smirk with a cough before looking up at Kelly. “You said there are surveillance tapes to look at also?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Kelly glanced at Sarah as she walked over. 
 
    “Let’s go back to our office so you can have that conversation with Nico and Jose,” Sarah said.  
 
    “Yeah, no problem.” Kane glanced at Kelly. “Can we look at the surveillance tapes at the ATF office?”  
 
    “Sure. Why not?” Kelly replied, smiling at him and then nodding at Sarah. “We’ll see you down there.”  
 
    “Sounds good,” Sarah replied, turning to walk over to where Linda Hastings was saying goodbye to the rest of their colleagues.  
 
    “You have your car?” Kelly asked, drawing Kane out of his musings.  
 
    “No. I have the bike. I’ll have to follow you to Glendale.”  
 
    Kelly smirked. “Damn. I wanted to hear all about you falling on your sword with Luca while we drove.”  
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Kane said, grinning. “That’s the last thing I’m gonna do with you. Just suffice it to say, I apologized, he accepted my apology, and we’re gonna try and work things out.”  
 
    Kelly reached out and patted him on the shoulder. “Good. I love that kid. He’s really a great person, Kane. I hope you don’t fuck up again because this time if you do, I’m going to have to kick your ass.”  
 
    Kane was still chuckling when they stepped onto the elevator with everyone else. 
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    Hamburger Mary’s was standing room only by the time Luca and Corey arrived after eight o’clock. The bar was only two blocks away from Marty’s in the heart of West Hollywood. It took them a long time before they could find parking almost a block away. Luca hadn’t really known what to expect. Whenever there was a tragedy in the gay community, folks seemed to turn out for candlelight vigils by the thousands. He couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to see so many people marching on Washington during the AIDS crisis in the early 1980s. He’d seen tons of movies about that time in history, but to have been there immersed in the LGBT community at the time the way his boss, Stephen had been, had to have been incredibly sad.  
 
    Luca was still blown away by the fact that Stephen Auerbach was the owner of Marty’s. It freaked him out a little bit. He’d been there so many times for karaoke night. Stephen had never mentioned owning a gay bar; then again, they hadn’t been friends for long. That afternoon, Stephen had said something about having owned it with his partner. Luca wondered who and where that partner was. He’d most definitely be asking Stephen about that. 
 
    After a half hour in the bar, Luca was glad he’d forgotten his jacket at home. He was boiling hot. With the press of bodies all around him, the place was cloying. It was more than just the heat that affected everyone in the place. It was the sadness. Once again, the LGBT community had been the target of an attack at a popular bar and no one had seen it coming. People stood with heads bowed as speakers took to the stage and told of their memories of times spent at Marty’s, both happy and sad. People laughed and some even cried as they related meeting their husbands, wives, and significant others at Marty’s. When a familiar face took the stage, Luca wasn’t surprised.  
 
    Stephen Auerbach was flanked by two older men who locked elbows with him. It was the first time Luca had seen him in the crowd that night but it made sense that he would be there. Marty’s had been his bar after all. He took Corey’s hand and pulled him closer to the stage as Stephen began to speak, looking out over the crowd.  
 
    “Hello, friends. My name is Stephen and I am the owner of Marty’s.”  
 
    People began to applaud, and his two friends leaned into him, hugging tighter to Stephen’s side. Luca felt a lump suddenly clog his throat as tears sprung to his eyes.  
 
    “I want to thank you all for coming out to our hastily arranged memorial this evening. My best friend and partner, Paul, would have loved seeing this.”  
 
    There was more applause and one of Stephen’s companions reached up, making a quieting gesture with his hands. When the room settled down, Stephen began to speak again.  
 
    “I met Paul Wilder on Santa Monica pier almost forty years ago,” Stephen said. “We were both just out of high school.” He smiled and reached up, rubbing his chin. “I don’t think I even had a beard.” That brought a lot of laughs. “Paul was one of those kind of guys that you’d look at and say, wow, I must touch this man!” There were tons of whistles in the room and more applause. Stephen grinned.  
 
    “We were happy for a long time but hey, man, it was the sexual revolution. We had lots of partners.” He raised his hands to quiet the cat calls with a wide grin before beginning to speak again. “We fought like cats and dogs sometimes but somehow, Paul and I always found our way back to each other.” Stephen’s voice dropped low and Luca could hear it shake. “Paul and I loved each other very much. He was one of those men you could imagine a future with. I told him all my secrets and he told me all of his.”  
 
    Stephen suddenly smiled. “One day, we got this insane idea. We decided to buy this crappy old empty lot with a tear down on it. Paul’s dad helped him take out a bank loan for ten thousand dollars. That’s when we opened Marty’s, one of the oldest and continually operating gay bars in West Hollywood.”  
 
    There was a ton of applause as everyone seemed to get into Stephen’s story. Listening to the history of not only Stephen’s life but the story behind the building of Marty’s and the early days of the sexual revolution in Los Angeles was very cool. Luca had always loved history and knowing just a little more about his boss was fascinating. He wished he’d asked his friend more questions before now. When the room finally quieted down, Stephen’s smile turned melancholy.  
 
    “Then, one day, Paul got a sore on his ankle,” Stephen said. The room became even quieter, so quiet, Luca could nearly hear a pin drop. Everyone knew what was coming. “The sore didn’t go away and after we went to the doctor, we were told that Paul had contracted HIV. That was 1982 and within eight months, Paul was dead. He outlived a lot of our friends, but that didn’t mean his loss was any less profound.”  
 
    Luca watched his boss smile sadly. He wasn’t crying as others at Hamburger Mary’s were. Clearly, Stephen had come to terms with Paul’s loss over time. Now, nearly thirty-eight years later, HIV was no longer the death sentence it once had been. It was a manageable disease and many people lived longer with it than they had in the very early days. Luca couldn’t imagine how it must have been for men Stephen’s age to have lost so many loved ones to such a cruel disease.  
 
    Luca had friends who were positive but not many. Everyone he knew played it safe. At least they said they did. Luca had read enough history to know that when Stephen was his age, that wasn’t always the case. Men eventually learned to use condoms, but it was a bitter pill to swallow. LGBT folks wanted their freedom, sexual and otherwise. During those dark days, many doctors and nurses wouldn’t work with AIDS patients. Funeral homes turned away the bodies of the deceased. Families disowned their sons when they got sick. Every head cold was a reason for panic. It was a horrible time. When Stephen finished speaking and thanked everyone for coming out, he made one final announcement.  
 
    “As soon as the authorities are finished investigating, in honor of Paul, I’m going to rebuild Marty’s. That’s a promise!” he yelled over the screaming, hooting crowd. 
 
    Luca smiled and waved when Stephen’s gaze landed on him. Stephen grinned widely and blew him a kiss before his two companions swept him up in huge hugs and carried him off the stage. Luca turned to Corey who was watching him closely.  
 
    “What?” Luca asked.  
 
    “That’s the man you should be dating. He clearly loves the heck out of you,” Corey said.  
 
    “I love him too but not like that, Corey. I can’t date my boss,” Luca said. “If you like older men so much, why don’t you date him?” 
 
    “Are you serious? I’d drop everything to make it into that man’s bed but unfortunately, when you’re around, honey, you’re all Stephen Auerbach sees. Instead, you’re settling for that stupid cop. I mean don’t get me wrong, Kane Delancey is a walking wet dream to look at but that man…” Corey turned and pointed to Stephen who was stepping down from the stage, “that man is crazy about you and a good, kind, and decent human. Hell, at least he is human, Luca.”  
 
    Luca was getting frustrated. Corey hated Kane and with good reason. Luca had been devastated when Kane walked away from him once before. Corey loved him so seeing how hurt he’d been, must have been hard. Luca would no doubt react the same way if it were Corey who’d been dumped but the fact was, when they were together the first time, neither of them had promised each other anything. It may have looked like it was headed that way to Luca, but they’d drifted apart. Luca had to admit, he was probably a stronger person as a result of their separation. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it anymore, Corey. I’m dating Delancey. That’s all there is to say on the subject.”  
 
    “Well, it’s bullshit if you ask me but whatever. I just want to see the light in your eyes, Luca.” Corey reached out and framed both of his cheeks with the palms of his hands, staring deeply into his eyes. “Your flame burns bright, Luca, but right now, guuuuuuurl… you couldn’t toast a marshmallow.”  
 
    Luca laughed, turning his face until he dropped his hands. “Oh, fuck you, Corey. Fuck you.” 
 
      
 
    ｡･:*:･ﾟ★,｡･:*:･ﾟ☆ 
 
      
 
    It was after midnight before Kane finally walked into his townhouse alone. He was exhausted. After the meeting at the coroner’s office, he’d gone to Glendale and sat down with Nico Devecchio and Jose Galvez, his two ATF colleagues. He’d gone through the whole story of how he’d entered the WITSEC program and brought them up to date with why he’d been pulled to the LAPD on a special undercover assignment to try to help bring down the LA branch of the Boston mob. He’d apologized to both men for not bringing them in sooner but they’d both understood, especially after he told them that the assignment was ongoing since there seemed to be a leak at WITSEC with more witnesses in danger.  
 
    Once everyone was up to speed about his assignment with the LAPD, they gathered in the large conference room to watch surveillance tapes taken by two different security cameras. One was taken in front of a business across the street from Marty’s and another from a business that sat kitty-corner to the bar. The one directly across the street from Marty’s was the best view but the tape was grainy and the faces of most of the people on the street were hard to make out. Kane recognized one face in particular.  
 
    The face was slightly blurry but Kane and his fellow officers had spent a lot of time looking at Slade Ruiz’s file. The pimp from San Diego had long black hair and the jacket he wore in the surveillance video was identical to the one he’d been wearing when Kane had caught Luca dancing with him at Barcelona not that long ago. He was a tall man with a muscular build but the dark expression on the face of the man who’d turned toward the camera for a few seconds, couldn’t be mistaken. He was a nasty piece of work. Shortly before the explosion, Ruiz had strolled into the bar. Five minutes later, he was seen coming out, accompanied by another man; the bomb had gone off thirty seconds later.  
 
    In a tape from the business kitty-corner to the bar, the second man was clearly visible going into Marty’s just prior to the arrival of Ruiz. Martin Carlow—the big bouncer who worked for Brandon Moore—walked into Marty’s five minutes before Ruiz carrying a backpack. When he’d exited with Ruiz at his side only three minutes later, the backpack was no longer slung over his shoulder. Clearly, they’d had a short meeting about something. It was no coincidence that the men had gone in one after another and not even stayed long enough to have a drink together. Clearly, there was a purpose in the short meeting. More than anything, Kane wished he would have been able to listen in on their conversation.  
 
    Kane tossed his keys on the small table in his entryway and shucked out of his jacket. He had to get some sleep. It had been a long day and he still had to go upstairs, feed Dorothy and Toto, and let them out of their enclosure for a few minutes. He walked to the fridge and pulled out a Corona, popping the cap and taking a long drink as he remembered everything that had transpired since early that morning. The fact that he woken up in a horrible mood and then spent the entire day in Luca’s bed hadn’t been in his plans. He clomped up the stairs remembering Luca describing potbelly pig yoga to him and Kelly. He grinned, shaking his head. The very thought of it was ridiculous. If it hadn’t been almost one in the morning, he would have called Luca. He realized that just hearing his voice soothed him. Instead, he sent him a quick text.  
 
    “Too late to call but I wanted to say goodnight. See you tomorrow after work. We have to talk.”  
 
    He set his beer down on the table once he walked into the spare bedroom and quickly changed the ferrets’ bedding, making sure that their food bowls were full and their water was fresh. By the time he got done, it was too late to play with his babies. He cooed at them for a few minutes, giving them lots of pets and told them that he’d be up early in the morning to give them some love from their daddy. He snorted as he shut out the light, realizing the only person who wouldn’t laugh at him if he explained things that way, was Luca.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Luca was chewing his gummy vitamins and toasting a bagel as he checked his phone the next morning. Even though he’d heard it beep as he was drifting off to sleep the night before, he hadn’t picked it up because he was just exhausted after everything that had gone on. From Kane and Kelly’s appearance at his doorstep, his reunion with Kane in bed, to Freddy’s death, it had been an emotional day. He smiled as he read the text Kane left him just before bed. It was great to know that Kane had been thinking of him even as he lay his head down on his pillow.  
 
    He had to admit, he was just crazy about the man, but he wasn’t stupid. This time around, Luca promised himself he would protect his heart. He wouldn’t let the hot special agent hurt him again and he was committed to see that he stuck with his decision. As much as he wanted to fall headfirst into a relationship with Kane, he wouldn’t let himself do it. Not this time. Corey was right on many levels and if it ended badly, he had only himself to blame.  
 
    Sebastian was waiting for him at the door to Auerbach’s Jewelers wearing a double-breasted navy-blue suit. He looked sharp. Luca made it a policy of his not to talk about his relationships at work. He knew Sebastian was gay, single, but not necessarily on the prowl. He took great pride in his appearance and his work. Luca was certain Sebastian would be with the company until the day he retired. He was fiercely loyal to the Auerbach brand and ever since Mr. Auerbach had personally thanked him for his artistic displays of the diamond cases, Sebastian took even more interest in the rest of their jewelry.  
 
    “Good morning, Luca,” Sebastian said as Luca unlocked the front door.  
 
    “Looking sharp, Seb,” Luca replied with a sly smile as he flipped on the lights and relocked the door behind them. The store wouldn’t be opening for another hour but they always came in early to pull all the jewelry out of the safe where it was kept at night.  
 
    “How many times must I tell you my name isn’t Seb?” Sebastian scoffed. His British accent sounded snooty whenever he disagreed with Luca and Luca kept up the nickname in no small part because he loved to banter back and forth with the old man.  
 
    “Well, whatever. You look nice today. New suit?”  
 
    Sebastian’s nostrils flared as they stepped behind the jewelry counter to get to work. “In fact, it isn’t a new suit. It’s an old one. I haven’t been able to wear it for quite some time.” He smoothed his hands down his sides. “It’s cut a little slimmer than my others. I suppose the Keto diet is working.” His eyes were glittering with mischief when Luca met his gaze.  
 
    “I have to say, you look great. Now, it’s time to find yourself a nice man and settle down for God’s sake.”  
 
    “Pfft,” Sebastian said, taking out the first pad of diamonds and setting it on the counter. “Who needs a man to be happy? I’ve had two relationships in my life and both were unmitigated disasters. I’ll stick with dogs but help yourself, Luca. There is a world of men out there to sample.” He looked Luca up and down. “Besides, look at you, luv. You’re stunning. Any man in his right mind would want to date you.” 
 
    Luca smiled. They hardly ever talked about personal things at work. “How are your dogs?” he asked, deftly changing the subject.  
 
    “Byron and Shakespeare are fantastic. I’m thinking about adopting another. The pet rescue group I’m active with has just taken in another dachshund and you know how tempting they are for me. I’m only afraid the two I have won’t take to another baby vying for my attention. I mean, I know I have enough love of wieners to add another one into the mix, but they might resent me petting the new one. They could get nasty. You’ve never seen nasty until you’ve seen a mean wiener.”  
 
    Luca burst out laughing, unable to hold it in any longer. Sebastian grinned widely, knowing exactly what he was saying. When Luca could finally breathe again, he agreed with Sebastian.  
 
    “I totally understand how you’d like to add a third wiener to the mix. You have to take Byron and Shakespeare’s feelings into account,” Luca said, straightening a pad of 14-karat gold earrings.  
 
    “Trust me. The last thing I want to do is get on the wrong side of those wieners. The only thing I can do to calm them down is to go out and pay for a sausage to keep them busy all night,” Sebastian said, his eyes dancing.  
 
    Luca chuckled as he put the pad of earrings into a case and returned to the safe to pull out a pad of chains.  
 
    “Where does one find a sausage to satisfy two ravenous wieners, Seb?” he asked continuing the theme he was enjoying so much.  
 
    “Well, often, I have to travel across town since the ones near my place are so costly,” Sebastian said.  
 
    “Wow, and here I thought it wouldn’t be that difficult to find a satisfactory sausage for your wieners in West Hollywood,” Luca said.  
 
    “You know, it hasn’t always been this hard to find a satisfactory sausage near my home, but these days, they’re either too long or too soft for my wieners,” Sebastian said.  
 
    Luca heard his phone ring and he was laughing when he answered.  
 
    “Stephen? What a surprise! How are you?” he asked, sobering immediately. 
 
    “I’m good, Luca… considering.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Stephen,” Luca replied. “I wanted to talk to you at the bar last night but by the time you stepped off the stage, it was getting very late and I had to be in here this morning.” 
 
    “It’s fine, dear. It was late. Are you at the store now? I heard you laughing,” Stephen said.  
 
    Luca felt his face flush. “Yes, I’m at the store. Sebastian and I just had the most ridiculous conversation about how hard it is to find a good sausage in West Hollywood.” He slapped his hand over his mouth. Sometimes there was no stopping the stupid stuff that poured out if it without thinking.   
 
    Stephen chuckled, not seeming to mind at all. “That sounds like fun. I wish I’d been there to hear it. I tell you what. Let me pick you up and take you for dinner tonight and you can tell me all about it. How’s that?”  
 
    “Oh, damn. I want to but I can’t do that tonight. I have plans.”  
 
    “A date?” 
 
    “Um… maybe. Remember the detective I dated for a while? Kane Delancey?”  
 
    “Oh, yes, who could forget you talking about that strapping man?” Stephen said. Luca could hear the amusement in his voice.  
 
    “Right. Well, after they captured the guys who robbed us, we dated for a while but it eventually ended,” Luca admitted.  
 
    “Hmm. But, you’re back with him now?” Stephen asked.  
 
    Luca sighed and reached up, rubbing his hand over his face. “I’m not really back with him. In fact, I don’t know if I was ever really with him. I definitely thought we were together… oh shit. Sometimes I just open my mouth and stuff spills out.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Luca. We’re friends. You can tell me things. Are you back with each other now?”  
 
    “We just kind of hooked up… yesterday… and then I found out that Freddy died at Marty’s and…”  
 
    “Wait! You knew someone who died at the bar?” Stephen’s voice was very concerned all of a sudden.  
 
    “One of my closest friends… Freddy Lombardi. He died in the blast.”  
 
    “Oh, Luca…”  
 
    Luca heard Stephen choke up on his own words.  
 
    “It’s okay. I got a lot out of your speech last night… your speech and all the others. The vigil was powerful.”  
 
    “Well, that’s very nice of you to say,” he said. After a pause, Stephen finally spoke again. “Well, if you won’t let me buy you dinner, at least let me buy you lunch today. My treat and my choice of place this time, okay? I was at Hamburger Mary’s until after four a.m., then down at the bar dealing with police at dawn, and I just finished a meeting with some insurance people. It’s not even nine a.m. and I’m already exhausted. I’m going home to shower and change and get a little nap but I’d like to see a friendly face. Can I pick you up for lunch?”  
 
    Luca’s heart flip-flopped. Corey was right. Stephen would be good for him but he just couldn’t fall for another man. He knew he’d be Kane’s as long as he was good to him.  
 
    “That’s such a nice thing for you to say, Stephen. I really want to see you too. I’m here with Sebastian alone until 12:30 when Marilyn and Chris come in, so will you come after that?” 
 
    “Of course, Luca. I can’t wait to see you.”  
 
    “Okay, bye. See you then.” Luca hung up his phone and glanced over at Sebastian who was putting out the Rolex’s, entirely absorbed in the task at hand. He wished that all he had to worry about were two adorable wieners. 
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    Kane looked up from the FBI file on Martin Carlow when Kelly sat down at her desk across from him. She shoved her gun in her desk drawer and opened her mouth to greet him when her landline rang. She reached out and picked it up.  
 
    “Murphy.”  
 
    She glanced down at the receiver and then back at Kane as she listened.  
 
    “Yes. No problem. Delancey and I are both here. We’ll see you shortly.” She hung up.  
 
    “Who was that?” Kane asked.  
 
    She smiled. “And a good morning to you, partner.”  
 
    Kane smirked. “Morning. Who was that?” he repeated.  
 
    “That was your partner at the ATF, Dev. She, Evans, and Wolfe are on their way over. They’ve just completed the bomb reconstruction and want to share the findings with us since they’re sure that it ties into the Irish mob, out of Boston and Martin Carlow.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Kane asked, crossing his arms and leaning back in his desk chair. “That was quick but I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that it ties in with Carlow. We saw his face on the surveillance tapes so we suspected as much.” 
 
    “I know, right? I mean you should know since you’re ATF, but I had no idea they could complete a bomb reconstruction so fast. How do you think they were able to tie the bomb to the mob so quickly?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t take more than a couple hours to reassemble if you know what you’re looking at and if enough pieces were recovered. I have no doubt the ATF has been working on recovery of fragments and reconstruction all night long. The ATF has to get out in front of a bomber like this so that they can figure out what the motive was. Of course it helps to identify the bomber if his signature is in the ATF’s database. You know it’s the most extensive database of its kind in the world, right?”  
 
    “I suppose I should know that.” 
 
    “What kind of bombers are there? I mean someone must have held a grudge against the owner or gay people,” Kelly said. “What other motive could there be?” 
 
    “Personal cause bombers are just what you’d think. Usually those types of bombers are motivated by an underlying emotional conflict. The other types of bombers are categorized as psychologically disorganized, simple criminal bombers which would include someone throwing a Molotov cocktail for instance—and group cause bombers—something like an ecoterrorist organization who uses bombs to send a message. I think in this case, if Carlow and Ruiz are the bombers, they might have simply set off a bomb in order to cover the actual murder of Freddy Lombardi—a simple criminal act using a bomb.” 
 
    “I get it now. So, if that’s the case, we have the motive,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Possibly. This is the thing, though…” Kane began. “I’ve been wracking my brain trying to figure out why Carlow showed his face the way he did in public. I mean, surely if he’s the kind of master criminal and munitions specialist that we know he is, he had to know that his image would be caught on tape. There are cameras everywhere. I just got a call from Cassidy Ryan. There’s yet a third camera from on top of the building at 24 Hour Fitness next door to Marty’s that picked up his face coming and going to the bar. I mean what the fuck? It’s like he’s taunting us, daring us to arrest him.”  
 
    “Yeah, I thought about that too,” Kelly said. “The question I keep asking myself is why would he do that? I’m no profiler or anything of the sort, but isn’t he acting like a terrorist who wants everyone to know it’s him?” 
 
    Kane nodded. “Maybe we should get a profiler from the FBI in here to give us the rundown of his personality.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. I’ll call Snow when we’re done with the ATF.” 
 
    “Aww, now see, that’s the kind of thing that hurts my feelin’s, darlin’,” Jarrett said, walking up behind Kelly’s chair. She jumped and Kane couldn’t help but laugh as Jarrett and Thayne came around the desk smiling at her. Dev walked over to Kane and shook his hand. She was holding a file folder with several pages. 
 
    “Hey, partner,” Kane said, shaking her hand. “Guys.”  
 
    “What’s cookin’, oh long lost Delancey,” Jarrett drawled.  
 
    Kane shook the two men’s hands. “I just saw you two yesterday.”  
 
    “Ignore my husband. He’s a pain in the ass,” Thayne Wolfe said, shaking his hand.  
 
    “Hey!” Jarrett said.  
 
    Kelly and Kane chuckled. 
 
    “You have something to show us?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Do you have somewhere more private than this bull pen?” Dev asked, glancing around.  
 
    “Sure. We can go into the lieutenant’s office. He’s a good friend of your old boss, Lloyd Stanger, and even if he wasn’t, he’s on vacation,” Kelly replied, smiling. 
 
    “No conference room?” Jarrett asked, looking around.  
 
    “It’s the LAPD, not a federal building, my man,” Kane said, slapping Jarrett on the back. “The city cops’ budget is painfully sad. This will work for us. Let’s go.” Kane turned and walked away, headed for Lieutenant James’s office.  
 
    Once they’d gathered inside, Jarrett took off the backpack which was slung over his shoulder and unzipped it, pulling out two pipe bombs that had been reconstructed. Kane reached out and took one while Jarrett handed the other one to Kelly.  
 
    “The bomb techs finished reassembling these two pipe bombs. One had been placed in the back room where the firefighters found Freddy Lombardi’s body. The other had been placed under the bar nearest the front door,” Jarrett said.  
 
    Kane turned the pipe bomb over in his hands, examining it and looking for special markings. He saw none. He looked up at Jarrett.  
 
    “I understand the placement of one bomb next to Lombardi’s body. Obviously, they wanted to have it destroy his corpse after he was shot but the other one…” Kane nodded to the bomb Kelly was looking closely at. “If a second device was placed at the front door, did they intend on trapping whoever was in the bar by exploding the entrance so no one could escape the ensuing fire?” 
 
    “That’s what we think,” Dev said. “We’ve asked Lincoln and Mac to talk to the FBI’s behavioral analysis unit so that they can profile the other patrons of the bar. Four died and several more were hurt in the bombing and fire resulting from it. That includes Freddy Lombardi.” 
 
    Kane nodded at his partner and held up the pipe bomb, turning to look at Jarrett. “What kind of shrapnel was used, if any?”  
 
    Jarrett reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a sealed evidence bag, holding it up. “That’s what was interesting to us. He used the typical ball bearings and roofing nails, but in addition to that, the bomber added needles.” 
 
    Kane frowned deeply and shook his head, looking at the bag Jarrett handed him. The ball bearings and nails in it were very small; even a small pipe bomb would hold a huge amount of them. What surprised him was the addition of needles. They would do a lot of damage to the human body—even causing blindness or deafness, depending on where the patrons of the bar were standing when it was detonated. It was a very deadly bomb. The needles were a particular signature unique to this bomber. Foreign terrorists didn’t generally use needles in their bombs. Kane had seen nothing like this since starting at the ATF.  
 
    “He wanted to kill more people than he did. He wanted to cause a huge amount of damage. There would be no reason to place two bombs like this to cover up one murder at the back of the bar. The bomber was going for a higher body count. It’s really a miracle anyone escaped that bar alive,” Kane said.  
 
    “You’re right. That’s the conclusion we also came to,” Thayne said. 
 
    “Do you guys know where other bombs like this one have been used?” Kelly asked. 
 
    Jarrett and Thayne exchanged a serious glance before turning back to Kane and Kelly.  
 
    “Well, I suppose you know pipe bombs are a favorite with Islamic terrorists, right?” Jarrett asked.  
 
    “Right,” Kane replied. “But that’s not what we have here.”  
 
    Jarrett, Thayne, and Dev all shook their heads. 
 
    “No,” Dev said. “We don’t suspect Islamic terrorists are at work here.” She sighed. “Pipe bombs are easy enough to make if you know what you’re doing but it’s the shrapnel that is the signature.” She pointed to the bag of shrapnel.  
 
    “Did you find other pipe bombings with that combination of shrapnel used anywhere in the US?” Kane asked.  
 
    Jarrett nodded. “Yeah and you’re not going to like it.” His friend was frowning. 
 
    “Boston?” Kane asked.  
 
    His colleagues from the ATF all nodded. “Bingo,” Jarrett said. “This combination of shrapnel is used by the Irish mob. We found at least twelve bombings in the last ten years where this signature was used, all on the East Coast.”  
 
    “Fuck me,” Kane said, glancing at Kelly. “Well, it looks like we’ve got our tie-in to Martin Carlow but how the hell does he know Slade Ruiz?” 
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    True to his word, Stephen arrived at 12:30 to pick Luca up for lunch. Luca was walking out of his office at the back of the store when he noticed Stephen walk up to the counter where Sebastian was polishing a pair of earrings. At the moment, there were no other customers in the store. Marilyn and Chris had just clocked in and were lingering in the back room, pulling out overstock that Luca asked them to put out on the sales floor. He watched as Stephen’s face split in a wide grin at something Sebastian said. When he started laughing, Luca smiled. He walked over to Stephen and his boss turned to him, reaching out and pulling Luca into a hug. Luca hugged him back.  
 
    The easy camaraderie between them was something Luca didn’t experience with very many gay men. All too often the gay men who ended up in his orbit had other things on their mind. When he’d first met Stephen Auerbach, the man had been with his boy toy and even then, had the audacity to ask Luca out. If the man hadn’t been his boss, Luca would probably have knocked him on his ass. He’d never liked guys—even incredibly rich, good-looking guys—who were always on the prowl for their next lay. That’s exactly the way his boss had behaved the first time they’d met and it put Luca off for quite a while. Once they’d cleared the air, Luca realized he genuinely liked his boss. In fact, the more he got to know him, the more he liked him.  
 
    “Are you ready to go?” Stephen asked, smiling as he let Luca go and stepped back.  
 
    “I am.” Luca turned to Sebastian. “We’re gonna grab a bite but I’ll be back in about an hour.”  
 
    “An hour an hour and a half, Sebastian,” Stephen said. “Would you like us to bring you something?” 
 
    Sebastian blinked rapidly as his mouth opened. No sound came out.  
 
    “We’ll bring you something back then,” Luca said.  
 
    “Oh… ah, no. I brought a sandwich,” Sebastian blurted out. “But I will take a raincheck.” He smiled and nodded his head.  
 
    “Better still, let me take you to dinner on Saturday,” Stephen said, staring right at Sebastian. 
 
    Luca nearly swallowed his tongue.  
 
    “That… is a great idea,” Luca said, smiling broadly at Sebastian as he opened his eyes as wide as they would go before crossing them. If Sebastian didn’t get the hint from that, he was just hopeless. Luca watched as he thinned his lips and bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.  
 
    “I-I… okay, fine,” Sebastian drawled, blushing profusely as he turned back to Stephen. “That would be lovely.”  
 
    Luca wondered how long it had been since Sebastian had a real date but he was happy as they turned and walked out of the store. The thought of Stephen taking Seb out on a date on Stephen’s budget warmed Luca’s heart. He adored both men and he hadn’t even had to do anything to facilitate the date. He was a happy camper as Stephen’s driver opened the door of yet another luxury Bentley. Stephen slid into the back seat beside him and Luca smiled at him, wondering just how many of the cars Stephen actually had.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Kane called Luca around five as he was headed out of the Brentwood police station. He was more than a little happy that the day was finally coming to an end. After Thayne, Jarrett, and Dev left the office that morning, he’d called and left a message for Marshall Brady. Personally, he wanted to get more information on the young man before they dove into the case but it would have to wait since it seemed Brady was out for the day. Kane left a message for the marshal to call him back when he returned to the office.  
 
    He and Kelly had discussed how to proceed with Freddy Lombardi’s murder investigation. Technically, because Marty’s was located within the city of West Hollywood, the Hollywood police station should be investigating. Because the ATF was the lead investigative agency involved in any case where explosives were used, Kane’s SAC, Sarah Connor, had made it clear to the LAPD that the investigation would be funneled through Brentwood with Cassidy Ryan and Mike Williams as the lead detectives. The reason for that decision was twofold.  
 
    Since Kane was still undercover at the LAPD, she couldn’t very well request that he and Kelly be assigned to the case, but since the ATF had worked several past cases with veteran detectives Ryan and Williams, her decision wasn’t questioned. That way, Kane and Kelly would also be kept in the loop. The two detectives knew Kane’s identity as an ATF agent and she trusted them. The former Hollywood station chief, LAPD Captain Gil Issa, was currently serving a life sentence in jail on charges of terrorism and murder and that was the second reason SAC Connor gave the police chief for her choice of Ryan and Williams. She made it clear that she’d decide who the ATF would be working with.  
 
    “Hello, sexy,” Kane greeted as Luca answered the phone.  
 
    “Hello, Special Agent Delancey,” Luca replied. Just the sound of Luca’s voice made Kane relax as he got into the Charger. “Are you done with work?” 
 
    “I am. Where are you?” Kane loved the smile he could hear in Luca’s voice. He’d missed him so much. It was always the little things that made Luca happy. How on earth had he ever believed he could live without him? 
 
    “I just walked through my front door. Are we still on for dinner tonight?” Luca asked.  
 
    “Dinner sounds great. I’m headed home to shower and then I was thinking I would swing by and pick you up so we can go out.”  
 
    “You’re going to drive all the way back to the Valley just to change clothes and then all the way back here… in traffic?” Luca asked.  
 
    “I have to feed Dorothy and Toto and I want to get out of this suit.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Luca hesitated. “I have an appointment with my tasseographer tonight. Maybe we should do this another time,” he said.  
 
    “First of all, I’ve had a craptastic day and the only thing that kept me going as I waded through all of it was thinking about seeing you. Secondly, if you think I want to miss out on meeting Mr. Pornpornporniekornporn, you’re crazy.”  
 
    Luca laughed. “His name is Pimporn Vajiralongkorn and you are crazy, Kane.”  
 
    Kane grinned into the phone. “Yeah okay, whatever, but I wouldn’t miss out watching you get your leaves read for anything in the world right now.” 
 
    “Fine. Hurry up and go home and change and throw some food at those mongrels and get over here and pick me up.” 
 
    Kane chuckled. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. If I take the canyon, I’ll probably make it home and back to you in an hour.”  
 
    “Okay. We’ll have to go see him first, then have dinner. Now, hang up the phone and hurry!” 
 
    The phone disconnected and Kane couldn’t help but grin his ass off as he flipped on the radio, cranking up the oldies.  
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    Kane arrived at Luca’s building in less than an hour. He’d changed out of his suit and into something more casual. As he stepped out of the Charger in front of Luca’s apartment, he was dressed in loose-fitting black jeans, a soft olive T-shirt, his favorite black leather bomber jacket, and Doc Martens. He had no idea what someone wore to a tasseographer but at least with Luca, nothing was ever boring.  
 
    He was crazy about the man.  
 
    Luca answered the door dressed much like he was with the exception that the jeans he wore were skinny, hugging his legs, and a bright cherry-red. As much as Kane admired the way his body looked in the jeans, he wondered where in the world he got them. The black T-shirt Luca wore clung to every tight muscle on his smaller body. Kane had to ball his hands into fists to keep from reaching out and touching Luca’s chest. To finish his look, he’d wrapped a soft black scarf around his slender neck; the lack of color brought out the gray-blue of his gorgeous eyes.  
 
    Luca had applied some of that dark kohl liner around his eyes, making them appear an even paler shade of gray. His spiky hair had some kind of product worked into it and the long bangs flopped over his forehead, making him look even younger than his twenty-two years. Kane was convinced that every time he looked at Luca, he got more gorgeous. It left him breathless as he stood outside the door of the apartment and just stared at him. When Luca smiled and sent him a sexy up and down perusal, hesitating on his groin for a few seconds, Kane felt a jolt of lightning crash into him. He was smitten. 
 
    As soon as Luca stepped into the hall, Kane reached out and pulled him against his chest, leaning down and capturing his bright red bow lips in a tantalizing kiss. Luca responded by sliding both arms around his waist and up under his jacket. It was sexy as hell and Kane couldn’t get enough of him. By the time he finally separated their mouths, he was panting hard. Luca’s lips were swollen and if he didn’t have to have his tea leaves read, Kane would have dragged him back into his apartment and put his sexy lips to good use. Instead, he stepped back and just stared at him with something akin to complete happiness.  
 
    “Wow,” Luca said, reaching up to touch his own lips as he stared at Kane. “I’ve sure as heck missed that.”  
 
    Kane smirked. “Me too. Come on. Let’s go to your appointment and then after, I’m going to feed you. I haven’t eaten since morning and I’m starving.”  
 
    Luca nodded and turned, locked the door to the apartment, and walked over to him. Kane had the overwhelming urge to pull him to his side and tuck him under his arm but public displays of affection were still out of his comfort zone. He opted to walk beside him out of the building but the urge to take his hand was overwhelming. Oddly enough, it felt weird not to be holding Luca’s hand. They were on a date and if he’d been with a woman, he would have taken her hand. He wasn’t really sure why this felt different. It had taken him this long to admit to himself that this was an actual date. At some point, dating a man would have to get easier.  
 
    Right? 
 
    At the moment, Kane was going to enjoy their time together. It would make everything much easier if he just accepted his attraction to Luca. No one had questioned him about it so far. Kelly had been encouraging. Jarrett and Thayne had been great at lunch yesterday. Cassidy sure as hell wouldn’t judge him. He was married to a man… which meant that the only concern Kane was having about dating Luca was in his own head. He put that thought aside for examination later. They got into the Charger and Luca gave him directions to a house out in Malibu. At this time of day, the drive would be challenging but Kane enjoyed being with Luca and his amazing energy more than he could imagine. He was so vibrant and alive and so different from him. The very thought that he’d almost thrown all of this away because he was stubborn sometimes took his breath away.  
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    After Luca gave Kane directions to Pimporn’s small apartment in Malibu, he sat back in the Charger and relaxed. It was so odd really. Only two days ago, he’d felt hopeless about a future with Kane Delancey. Luca had always believed that the future held many good things for him—a future with challenges to overcome, no doubt, but overall, a future filled with positive things. He didn’t wonder about Kane anymore. Since his return, he’d sensed a different energy in the man. He was still confused about things, but he was working through them at his own pace. Luca was determined to give him the space and time he needed.  
 
    When his sister had gotten sick, he was very young. He didn’t remember how she’d been before the infection that damaged part of her brain, leaving her childlike in every way. He’d forgotten his father entirely. Then again, he’d been only three when the man had walked out of the house for the last time. All of Luca’s identity had been formed by the example his mother set for him. Florence Price had worked hard all her life to give both her children every advantage she could after the devastating brain disease and resulting chemotherapy Lucie had undergone to make sure the MRSA was eradicated from her system.  
 
    His mother had remained a positive force in Luca’s life, always smiling. When he reached his tenth birthday, Luca’s mother had been forced to rely on him to get Lucie to her doctor’s appointments. Lucie had turned eighteen and was no longer eligible for the “wheels” program that transported sick children to and from appointments to doctors when their mothers were at work. Luca knew how hard it was for his mom to trust him not to get lost on the way to the doctor with his childlike sister in tow. It was a huge responsibility but Luca accepted the challenge when it would have been easy to whine. Taking care of Lucie in that way matured Luca at an early age and in hindsight, he was grateful for it. 
 
    At times, Luca felt he lived a charmed life. To him that meant that he had a supportive family and great friends. He had a job he adored and though he had no college education, he had completed an extensive course in his chosen field of diamonds and precious stones, earning his Gemological Institute of America certification. He’d focused on his career. He’d not been lucky in love, but he’d always believed that when his man finally came into his life, he’d recognize him for who he was. Ever since meeting Kane, he’d had the feeling that he was the man he was meant to be with. Luca was also a big believer in signs. When Kane had turned his back on him, Luca had taken that as a sign to move on as much as it hurt. 
 
    Knowing that they were in different places in their lives was hard for Luca to accept. He couldn’t deny it hurt like hell when he’d sensed Kane begin pulling away and begin dating girls again. There wasn’t a whole lot Luca could do about it though. All he could do was to sit back and believe that he was taking his road to its logical end. If Kane decided he wanted to be a part of Luca’s destiny, then Luca would embrace the decision. If he didn’t, it would be devastating but at least Luca would know he gave it his all. One of the reasons he was glad that Kane was accompanying him tonight was to help open the man up to the possibility that there was a way to see the path ahead.  
 
    “Tell me about reading tea leaves,” Kane said, yanking Luca out of his musings in the car.  
 
    “Tasseography. It’s called tasseography,” Luca said, sitting up from where he’d been slumping in the comfortable leather seat of Kane’s big car. The powerful rumble of the car’s large engine always seemed to lull him into an almost hypnotic state as Kane drove it.  
 
    “Okay, tell me about tasseography,” Kane said with that signature smirk Luca was so familiar with. 
 
    “Well, to every person it’s a different thing. Some practitioners only read their own leaves… or in some cases, coffee grounds. Other practitioners read other people’s. The man we’re going to see has been reading other people’s leaves for many years,” Luca said.  
 
    “That cup—the one we saw at the vegetarian restaurant, is that kind of cup always used?” Kane asked. “It had symbols inside.”  
 
    Luca smiled, loving the fact that Kane had been paying so much attention. “Not all tasseographers use cups with symbols. In fact, some don’t like them at all. Pimporn doesn’t use those cups. The first time someone comes to him, he asks that they bring a cup which is white inside. It should have a large bowl and be short, not like a mug.” Luca reached into the messenger bag he’d set on the floor of the car between his legs. He pulled out a well-worn cardboard box. He opened it to reveal a simple white china cup with a wide bowl and beautifully hand-painted with a turquoise, red, and white paisley design on the outside. He’d always loved his cup. He held it up and showed it to Kane.  
 
    Kane smiled at him. “Why do you bring your own?”  
 
    “Pimporn says that no one else should drink from my cup but me. That way, my reading can’t be confused with someone else’s. I bought this cup brand-new about five years ago, when I first began working at Auerbach’s Jewelers.”  
 
    “Okay, fair enough.”  
 
    Luca smiled. “Everything I’m telling you applies to me alone. Everyone who uses tasseography has different reasons for using it. For me, it helps to keep me centered around my goals. I try to see the future so that I won’t make mistakes. I try to learn from or understand my failures in the past. And, most importantly, I try to see what my present is telling me with more clarity.”   
 
    “Do you think you can change your future or do you believe in destiny?” Kane asked.  
 
    Luca turned to look at him and smiled. “Pimporn says we are born at the foot of a mountain. Several paths are before us. It’s up to us to choose our own path. Pimporn says that the path we choose is our destiny and our psychic intuitive places us on that path. To me that means our future is determined but the path we take to get there is the one we choose.” 
 
    Kane smirked. “Damn, you really believe in this, don’t you?” 
 
    Luca nodded emphatically, replacing his box in his messenger bag. “Of course. It’s helped to guide me and keep me centered, like I said.”  
 
    “You have candles and crystals in your house,” Kane said with a tiny purse of his lips. “Are you Wiccan or something?”  
 
    Luca chuckled. “What do you know about Wiccans?”  
 
    “Not much,” Kane said, glancing over at him for a few seconds before letting his twinkling eyes return to the road. “I’ve never met a bad one, though.” 
 
    Luca grinned. “Well, I wouldn’t consider myself Wiccan. I believe in positive energy, I believe we shouldn’t damage the earth, sky, or water, and I believe in good though I recognize evil exists. Our recent history with Brandon Moore proves that out.”  
 
    Kane turned to him and nodded. “I agree. Go on.” 
 
    “Okay, personally, I try to stay focused on positive things, though it’s human to feel defeated and negative sometimes. I combat those feelings not by dwelling on them, but by pushing the negative energy away through meditation. It’s one of the reasons I like yoga.” 
 
    Kane chuckled. “Potbelly pig yoga.”  
 
    Luca grinned. “Regular yoga too.” He paused and looked out the car window, enjoying the scenery as they drove into Malibu canyon. “As far as organized religions and churches, I don’t belong to any of them. I like to keep all positive doors open and close the negative ones. Many churches feel a certain way about gay men and I don’t need to deal with the homophobes and the way some people look at me.” Luca turned to look at Kane and found him watching. “Do you get what I’m saying?”  
 
    Kane nodded to him again and Luca was surprised when he reached across the seat to take his hand and thread their fingers together. He smiled at Luca.  
 
    “I not only get that, but I agree with you. My mother and father raised us Catholic and from a very young age, I sought out the positive feelings I got while in church. I didn’t like the confessional. I felt like that part of the church dealt too strongly with the negative things we did. I felt like I was being judged. Sure, there was absolution at the end but after confessional, I never felt the lightness a true believer like my mom felt. I always thought it was because I didn’t feel absolved of my sins. I felt like a liar and a hypocrite when I went out and committed the same ones over and over. After my father died, I couldn’t step into a church without feeling lost. Where my mother felt solace, I felt dread. She encouraged me to talk to the priest about it but I couldn’t. I felt like those thoughts were private.”  
 
    Luca stared at him, surprised by his honesty. He wanted to ask Kane about whether he’d ever questioned his sexuality but it was scary to do so. They were both so new to all of this and the last thing Luca wanted to do was say anything to scare Kane off. Kane looked over at him when his silence stretched out.  
 
    “What? Did I say something that bothered you?” Kane asked. His brows had drawn together just a little.  
 
    “No,” Luca said quickly, shaking his head. “I’m just fascinated by things you say sometimes. I think you’re being very real right now.”  
 
    Kane smirked slightly as he watched the road out of the front windshield. “I’m trying not to screw things up again.” 
 
    Luca chuckled but he squeezed Kane’s fingers, feeling a wave of devotion roll over him. It felt so good he didn’t want to let go of the feeling. Kane glanced over when he didn’t say anything.  
 
    “I see an accident in our future if you don’t keep your eyes on the road,” Luca said with a laugh.  
 
    Kane grinned and returned his eyes to the road. “You didn’t reply to what I said.”  
 
    “You haven’t screwed anything up and like I said, I’m going to remain positive in this like everything else in my life, Delancey.”  
 
    Kane chuckled and they drove the rest of the way in silence, holding hands like a couple of teenagers.  
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    Pimporn’s small apartment building was in the Malibu hills. From the street, it looked like the Boston row houses Kane remembered from his childhood. It was narrow where it fronted the street but went deep down to the back of the lot. They arrived right at sunset and Luca led Kane up to the wrought iron gate on the side of the two-story building. There appeared to be four units upstairs and four downstairs. As Luca reached up to unlock the gate, Kane noticed designs were twisted into a series of shapes which he recognized as zodiac symbols. They were soldered onto plates which were then arranged in a twelve-grid pattern, three across and four down, making up the gate itself. The whole thing had been painted a matte black so if one weren’t looking closely at the design, they wouldn’t necessarily notice the symbols.  
 
    “That’s an interesting gate,” Kane remarked as they stepped through the door onto a small path that seemed to lead up a sidewalk that ran alongside the four apartments below. There were four separate sets of stone stairs that led to the four units above.  
 
    “The entire building is inhabited by people with psychic gifts of one sort or another. Many of the residents practice more than one concentration,” Luca said as they walked to the end of the long building. “The land here is felt to be sacred.”  
 
    “Huh,” Kane said.  
 
    Luca glanced at him as they walked, seeming to examine his face for any hint of skepticism. He tried his best to blank his face of all emotion. He wasn’t about to screw up the special connection he’d been sensing between them all evening. He knew how seriously Luca took tasseography so he decided he’d do his best to understand it.  
 
    “Just promise you’ll remain open to the possibilities, okay, Kane?”  
 
    Luca’s expression was filled with so much hope, Kane couldn’t refuse him anything. He smiled and hooked an arm around his neck drawing him close as they stopped in front of the last apartment in the building. He leaned down and kissed his sweet mouth, smiling at him as he pulled back.  
 
    “I promise, baby.”  
 
    The smile he got back was all it took to make Kane feel like he was the most important man in the world. It was moments like these that he had missed over the weeks that they’d been separated. Luca was such a kind man and Kane was finding out just how easy it was to make him happy. If it was this effortless, Kane was going to make sure that he’d do it every day. Luca smiled back and walked around the stairs to the ground floor apartment. He knocked on the door and after a few seconds, it opened. A small man stood in the doorway. He was older, several inches shorter than Luca, and Asian. He placed the palms of both hands together and bowed his head over them.  
 
    “Namaste, Luca.”  
 
    “Namaste, Pimporn. This is my friend, Kane,” Luca said, repeating the hand gesture and head bow.  
 
    The man craned his head up to look at Kane and then inclined his head in greeting. 
 
    “Namaste, Kane.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Kane said, stepping past the man as he moved to the side so that they could pass into the interior of the apartment, lit with candles and smelling of incense. Luca stopped in the tiled entry and squatted, pulling off his shoes which had white socks beneath. It was the first time Kane had seen Luca wearing socks. The man was also in his stockinged feet so Kane figured no shoes was the proper etiquette in this house. He squatted and did as Luca did, slipping off his biker boots and setting them to the side before following the two men into the apartment.  
 
    Right away, Kane liked the feel of the place. It was clean and nearly devoid of furnishings. A small, low square table sat on the floor in the middle of the room and there were long floor pillows on all four sides. No other furnishings cluttered the room but there was a small waterfall in one corner. The sound of tinkling water was soothing. Pimporn held out a hand and directed them to the table but Luca stopped him.  
 
    “Pimporn, this is the first time my friend has been to a tasseographer. Would it be okay if he watched you brew the tea?”  
 
    “Of course, Luca.” Pimporn looked up at Kane. “Do you have a cup?”  
 
    “No. I’m only here as Luca’s guest,” Kane replied.  
 
    “Pimporn will read your leaves if you want him to,” Luca offered. “Let me get you a cup.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Kane said, frowning slightly. “This is your thing.” 
 
    “I want you to have a cup, Kane,” Luca replied with a smile. It was the second time that day that Kane had spotted that look of devotion in Luca’s eyes. It made him want to smile more than he thought possible. He gave in and grinned.  
 
    “Fine.” Kane watched as Pimporn smiled. Wrinkles creased the man’s smooth skin. Luca took Kane by the hand and pulled him over to a shelf where several boxes were stacked in a row. 
 
    “Reach out and choose one,” Luca said. 
 
    All the boxes looked the same but Kane did as he was asked and picked one up from the first row, turning and handing it to Pimporn. The man took the box and padded off to the kitchen on stockinged feet as they followed. He set the box down and opened it, withdrawing a cup similar to Luca’s—plain white on the inside with a bowl shape. The outside of the cup was a deep red, not unlike the one they’d seen in the shop at the vegetarian restaurant. It had a matching saucer of the same red. They were decorated with small blue and white birds which contrasted beautifully with the background. Kane realized it had to be hand painted.  
 
    “Oh, nice choice,” Luca said as Pimporn moved to the stove, lifting a kettle and turning to fill it with water from the kitchen faucet.  
 
    “Thank you, considering I didn’t see what it looked like before he opened it,” Kane said with a smirk.  
 
    “You are skeptical,” Pimporn said, turning to face Kane after putting the kettle onto the stove to heat. The man said the words with no malice, only in a matter of fact fashion that Kane liked. There was something very calming about the environment in the apartment. He couldn’t put his finger on it and he wondered whether Luca would attribute it to the apartment having a calming energy.  
 
    “This is new to me,” Kane said. “Until Luca explained it, I didn’t know what tasseography was.”  
 
    “I am glad you’re here then. I feel the weight of your energy.”  
 
    The whistle of the teapot stopped Kane from asking what that meant. He watched Pimporn turn around and pull the tea kettle off the stove and cover the teaspoonful of loose tea leaves that he had already put into the cup. A fragrant scent rose from the hot water as Pimporn picked up the cup and saucer and handed it to Kane.  
 
    “Please take that to the table and have a seat.”  
 
    Kane did as he was asked, walking over to the table where he squatted and set the cup and saucer down as Luca and Pimporn followed. Once Pimporn was seated across from Kane and Luca was seated beside him, Kane realized Luca didn’t have a teacup.  
 
    “You’re not having your leaves read?” he asked Luca in surprise. 
 
    “Next time,” Luca replied with a smile.  
 
    “Luca, this is your appointment,” Kane protested. 
 
    Luca looked him square in the eye and set one hand on his arm. The electricity that went through Kane’s body felt like a shockwave. He had no idea why but ever since they’d gotten back together, things between them felt incredibly right. 
 
    “Tonight, I want this to be my gift to you, Kane,” Luca said. His young lover said it with the sweetest smile. It nearly took Kane’s breath away. All he could do was nod his acceptance.  
 
    “Okay,” he replied.  
 
    Luca beamed at him.  
 
    “Now what?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Now we wait for the leaves to sink to the bottom of the cup while you clean your mind. Then you drink your tea,” Pimporn said.  
 
    “Clean my mind?” 
 
    “Meditate on a question you have or a situation that you are concerned with. If there’s a specific request, you should think about that,” Luca said. “Maybe close your eyes so your mind can clear itself a little better. Have you meditated before?”  
 
    “In the military,” Kane replied.  
 
    “Seriously?” Luca asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Yeah.” Kane nodded. “We were taught meditation techniques as part of our weapons and combat training. Not everyone who learns close quarters combat practices this, but I took advanced Krav Maga and that was a part of my training. It allows me to focus on the whole picture… see the whole board—to borrow a chess term.”  
 
    “Really?” Luca asked.  
 
    Kane chuckled. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You would be surprised how much meditation is involved with advanced military training, Luca,” Pimporn said, nodding at the teacup. “Now, please. You must focus and clean your mind.”  
 
    For the first time, Kane noticed that Pimporn sat ramrod straight, all the while appearing relaxed. He was certain the man must have had military training in the past. He put those thoughts out of his mind and nodded, doing as he was told, letting his eyelids slide closed as he began to concentrate on his breathing. He smelled the scented candles in the room and focused on the silence, soon hearing only his own breath as it moved in and out of his lungs. He thought of Luca and what his relationship to the younger man was beginning to mean to him. After a few minutes, it was clear what had been on his mind even more than the case he and Kelly were working on. When he finally opened his eyes, Luca was smiling at him. It was all he could do to tear his eyes away from Luca and glance downward. The cup had stopped steaming and the leaves had fallen to the bottom.  
 
    It was time to learn some things about himself. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Now, pick up the cup with your nondominant hand and drink until all but about a half teaspoon of your tea is finished,” Pimporn said. “As you do this, think of your situation or your question or concern.”  
 
    Kane did as was asked, picking the teacup up by the handle in his left hand. He drank it as he thought of Luca. He wondered whether they were meant to be together and what had set this man in his path. The tea was fragrant and delicious. He drank it down slowly, only setting it back on the saucer when there was a half teaspoon of liquid covering the leaves at the bottom. He looked back up at Pimporn.  
 
    “Good, now pick up the cup, again in your non-dominant hand, and swirl the cup in three quick motions. Then turn the cup over onto the napkin.” Pimporn placed a folded napkin on the saucer and Kane did as he was asked, swirling the tiny amount of liquid three times and then flipping the cup over.  
 
    “Like that?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Pimporn said. “Now, we’ll wait a minute for the tea to drain.” They sat in silence as the time ticked away. Kane didn’t glance at Luca. He concentrated on his concerns and questions.  
 
    “Now, using your non-dominant hand again, tap three times on the bottom of the cup and twist it one full circle forward and one full circle backward and then another one full circle backward,” Pimporn directed.  
 
    Kane did as he was asked, concentrating on his relationship with Luca.  
 
    “Good,” Pimporn said. He reached out and lifted the cup, turning it over to look inside before glancing up at Kane. “This is a past-present-future reading.”  
 
    “Oh, good,” Luca said, speaking up. 
 
    Kane glanced over at him and smiled. 
 
    “I thought so. This reading will tell you how the past ties in to the present and your future.” Luca rocked back on his heels and Kane could sense his excitement. It really was very sweet. He smiled at Luca and turned back to see Pimporn examining the leaves that had spread out all over the inside of the cup. When Pimporn glanced up, he was frowning.  
 
    “You had a difficult childhood but that is finished, Kane. Your past has truly passed. You must let it go. It has no more power over your life.”  
 
    Kane nodded, beginning to wonder if the man was only guessing but something in the man’s confident body language told him he wasn’t.  
 
    Pimporn looked back down and turned the cup, looking hard at it. When he finally glanced back up, his face seemed puzzled. “Look at this.” He pointed into the cup. On one side, there was quite a large blob of leaves in one place. 
 
    “The large clump of leaves? What does that mean?” Kane asked, curiosity getting the best of him.  
 
    “You are not Gemini.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.  
 
    Kane shook his head. “No. I’m a Leo.” 
 
    “Yes.” Pimporn nodded. “That explains this clump of leaves.” He pointed to it inside the center of the cup. “This middle portion of the cup represents the present but the leaves are clumped at Gemini.” Since there were no markings on the inside of the cup, Kane had to believe that Pimporn had some other method of determining that the leaves were “clumped at Gemini”. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Luca asked eagerly.  
 
    Pimporn glanced at him and then back at Kane. “You are two men at the moment. At first, I read this as Gemini but I didn’t get the twins from this cup. Instead, I see two distinct individuals, clumped here at Gemini.” He looked up. “I have never seen such confusion. The two men are truly one but the confusion…” He stopped and closed his eyes. “Oh, I see. Yes.” When his eyes popped open again, he smiled at Kane.  
 
    “Kane, you are fighting so hard to understand the two men you are. Your Leo nature needs clarity… you need everyone to know you are in charge of your own destiny but this other man in you is fighting back. You have divided your soul over this.” Pimporn shook his head. “This is unnecessary. You are who you are meant to be, Kane.” He glanced at Luca and gave him a peaceful expression before nodding and turning back to Kane. “You are who you are meant to be. Stop fighting it or your soul will remain divided. If it continues, you will die of grief.” He lowered his gaze back to the cup and then looked back up, pointing into the leaves.  
 
    “Look here. This is your future. You have already found your happiness. You must only accept it.” He grinned and shook his head before darting a glance at Luca. When he looked back at Kane, the expression on his face was somber. “You will be very happy, Kane, very happy with your soul mate.”  
 
    Kane swallowed as he stared at Pimporn. The energy in the room was thrumming through him like nothing he’d ever experienced. The air felt electrified and it was the strangest thing he’d ever felt. When Pimporn set the cup back down in the stained wet circle of the tea he’d poured into the napkin, Kane snapped out of it. He darted a glance at Luca who was watching him with tears glistening in his eyes. The urge to reach for him was profound but he couldn’t move. It felt as though he was living some sort of out of body experience. He finally tore his gaze away from Luca to look back at Pimporn but when he did, he realized the man was gone. He’d literally gotten up from the floor and moved to the kitchen where he was standing at the sink. As the water turned on, Kane glanced back at Luca.  
 
    “Do you want to have a reading done?”  
 
    Luca quickly shook his head. “No.” His voice came out in a whisper. “No,” he said more forcefully. He suddenly smiled. “Y-you said you were hungry. We should go.”  
 
    Kane nodded and then uncrossed his legs. As he stood up, he reached out a hand for Luca, pulling him up from the pillows as well. He looked down and realized his cup and saucer weren’t on the table anymore. When he saw Pimporn coming back from the kitchen, he realized he was holding the cardboard box with his teacup. He must have been washing out the cup in the kitchen. He hadn’t even noticed him pick it up from the table.  
 
    So, this is what spellbound means. 
 
    “Here you are, Kane.”  
 
    “Thank you, Pimporn. I appreciate the reading,” he said, honestly.  
 
    “Yes. No problem. I hope to see you again soon, Kane.” He put his palms together again and bowed his head. “Namaste.”  
 
    Kane returned the bow of his head and he watched Luca do the same. When he’d finished, Luca launched himself at the smaller man, hugging him hard. They stopped to put on their shoes and so that Luca could collect his messenger bag before leaving the apartment. When the door closed behind them, Kane turned to him.  
 
    “Wasn’t I supposed to pay him for that? I mean no one brought it up but I thought I should pay him for it. No?”  
 
    “No. I got him a deal on a watch for his mother. He will tell me when it’s time to pay again,” Luca said.  
 
    “Karma?”  
 
    Luca grinned and hooked his elbow with Kane’s. “You’re so smart, Delancey.”  
 
    At that moment, Kane knew Luca hung the moon just for him. 
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    They stopped at a place in Malibu that Luca recommended and picked up sushi to bring back to his place. Kane wasn’t about to discuss whether he was going to stay over at Luca’s apartment that night. It was already a done deal. Luca didn’t seem to mind the plan at all. In fact, he seemed anxious to talk about the visit to his tasseographer. Though Kane really didn’t give a whole lot of weight to what had happened at Pimporn’s apartment, it hadn’t been as uncomfortable as he’d imagined. Pimporn sure as hell seemed serious about his chosen profession and that had been a bit of a surprise to Kane.  
 
    He hadn’t really known what to expect of the tea leaf reader, but it hadn’t been someone as disciplined as he was about his craft. Kane had imagined walking into a dark room lit by red lights and draped with gauze and scarves. Maybe he’d just watched way too many old horror movies as a kid. The Haunted Mansion ride at Disneyland with the talking crystal ball had always been his favorite Disney attraction.  
 
    “Someone’s in his own head,” Luca said, jolting Kane out of his musings.  
 
    He turned to glance at him and smiled before looking back at the road. “I was just thinking about the Haunted Mansion ride at Disneyland.” 
 
    Luca chuckled. “That’s random.” 
 
    “You know when you sit in those little cars that take you through the house and one of the things you see is that disembodied woman’s head talking inside a crystal ball?”  
 
    Luca laughed again. “The hologram? Of course. It’s the coolest thing ever. Why were you thinking about that?”  
 
    “That was my imagination of what a fortune teller’s house looks like,” Kane said with a grin.  
 
    Luca burst into laughter and Kane turned to look at him. He was wiping tears away from his eyes and shaking his head.  
 
    “Jesus, Delancey, you must have been seriously disappointed when Pimporn didn’t have a disembodied head on his table.” Luca laughed again. “Oh my God, you’re so funny.”  
 
    “Hardy har har. Glad I could amuse you,” he replied with a smile. “I guess you think I was pretty stupid to think that.” He was surprised when Luca reached out and took his hand. He glanced over at him. The expression on his face was angelic as he looked at Kane like he was the only man in the world. His stomach fluttered.  
 
    “I think that’s one of the sweetest things I’ve ever heard, Kane. Really. When you say something like that, it shows me the man you really are inside. Between that and that fucking ashtray on your living room table, I would almost swear you’re a good guy.”  
 
    Kane winked and then looked back at the road. He could feel his mouth tug into a tiny smile. “Just do me a favor and don’t spread that around. Asshole works better for me.” 
 
    Luca’s chuckle and the way he squeezed his hand made his whole day. By the time they finally got close to Luca’s place, all Kane could think about was the shrimp tempura and spicy tuna hand rolls that were packed away in the paper bags sitting on the floor at Luca’s feet as they drove. Since it was nearly nine when they finished at Pimporn’s house, he really was starving by the time he parked the Charger on the street in front of Luca’s place.  
 
    Kane went to wash his hands when they got to Luca’s apartment in West Hollywood, and when he returned to the small kitchen nook where Luca was laying out numerous cartons of sushi and a seafood salad Luca liked, Kane’s stomach was growling. Luca looked up as he approached and flashed a broad grin. He smiled back, circling Luca’s waist from behind, leaning down to place several kisses along his neck. He smelled of something fresh yet spicy and if Kane weren’t so hungry, he’d be inclined to sweep him off his feet and take him to his bedroom where he could check to see if the rest of him smelled the same. He only pulled back when Luca began to giggle.  
 
    “What? You don’t like my kisses?” Kane asked.  
 
    Luca turned in his arms and slid both of his around Kane’s middle, craning his head to look up at him.  
 
    “You’re kidding right? I love your kisses but my neck is super ticklish,” he said with a smirk.  
 
    Kane grinned, pulling him harder against him. “How did I not know that?”  
 
    “It never came up, Delancey.” Luca reached down and wrapped his hand around Kane’s straining erection. “This, however, did come up.”  
 
    Kane leaned down and chuckled against his lips. “Goddamn you, I’m starving. Don’t start until I have sustenance or I will pass out right on top of you.” 
 
    Luca laughed and let go of his dick after a brief peck on the lips. “Sit down and eat. We can’t have you passing out when we get to the fun stuff.” He waved at the table weighed down with food and Kane sat down in front of one of the two large white plates Luca had already set out for them. Kane began opening cartons and retrieving the delicious smelling food as he watched Luca unpack more food. They’d bought enough to feed an army. 
 
    “So, what did you do today?” he asked.  
 
    “Me? Oh, I don’t know,” Luca said. “Not a whole lot. I had lunch with Stephen though.”  
 
    “Auerbach?” Kane asked, frowning just a little. “Why?” 
 
    “He’s my boss,” Luca said, carefully biting off the end of a dumpling before dipping it into soy sauce. When he groaned in pleasure and stuffed the whole thing into his mouth, Kane grinned. “Shouldn’t I have lunch with my boss?”  
 
    Kane smiled at the way his words sounded as they came out around his stuffed cheeks. He poured some soy sauce into a tiny red and black lacquered dish Luca had set out on the table and added a chunk of wasabi paste to it, breaking it up with chopsticks Luca had put beside his plate.  
 
    “It’s fine. How is he? Is he really upset about the bar?”  
 
    “We didn’t really talk about it a lot. I think he just wanted an excuse to talk to a friend. He’d just come back from meeting with his insurance agent, you know?” Luca picked up a tempura shrimp and dipped it in sauce before taking a bite.  
 
    Kane watched him chew. Seeing the way the man’s mouth moved, even while he was chewing, was hot. His groin ached for him. He still couldn’t believe he’d ever pushed Luca away. It had been so stupid. He picked up his salmon skin hand roll and poured some of the wasabi/soy combination into it before taking a massive bite. He chewed it, loving the taste of the spicy mixture and the fresh fish and seaweed.  
 
    “Wow, you can eat it just like that?” Luca asked, watching him. “I mean… have some more wasabi, Kane. You really like it spicy, huh?”  
 
    Kane grinned around the bite of food, chewing until he swallowed. “Like my men.”  
 
    Luca started laughing. “You said you hadn’t had a man before me, right?” His eyes were twinkling with mischief and Kane loved it.  
 
    “Nope and you’re the only man I want,” he said. When Luca smiled at him, his stomach fluttered the way it had in the car. Being with Luca was effortless and Kane was beginning to grow accustomed to that feeling more and more. He wondered again why he’d tried so hard to push him away. Thirty-two years of living in denial, idiot.  
 
    “You say the nicest things, Agent Delancey,” Luca said with a grin.  
 
    “That’s Special Agent Delancey, thank you very much,” Kane replied, winking before biting into a massive slice of yam tempura. 
 
    “Very Special Agent Delancey,” Luca replied with a smirk. His dimples were adorable and Kane couldn’t stop looking at him. 
 
    Once they’d nearly finished their meal, Kane sighed and sat back, patting his belly. “God, that was good. We need to go back and eat at the sushi bar next time,” he said. 
 
    Luca nodded. He was poking at his seafood salad. He picked up a tiny octopus and held it up, smiling at Kane.  
 
    “Taste this. It’s delicious.”  
 
    Kane leaned forward and opened his mouth, taking the octopus from Luca’s chopsticks and chewing it. The flavor was delicious. He adored sushi. He’d eaten a lot of it, vacationing in Japan when he had two weeks furlough between Marine Corps tours. When Luca smiled at him, he felt his heart do one of those little flip-flops he’d read about in one of his sister Glenna’s romance novels. Just looking at the man left him breathless. He finished chewing the small octopus and swallowed, then pushed back from the table and stood up. He began picking up cartons when he heard Luca chuckle.  
 
    “Anxious to move things to the bedroom, Delancey?”  
 
    Kane dropped the cartons into a trash bin in Luca’s kitchen as he glanced over at him, turning on the sink to rinse his hands again. “Finish your dinner and we’ll find out.”  
 
    Luca chuckled again but he set down his chopsticks and pushed back from the table, taking their plates and soy sauce bowls with him. He walked into the kitchen and set the plates into the sink; Kane shut off the faucet and wiped his hands on a kitchen towel before sweeping Luca into his arms. Luca made a little eep sound as Kane dragged him against his body. It was so cute, he almost laughed. Instead he lowered his mouth to Luca’s and kissed him hard. Within seconds Luca was kissing him back. Kane lowered both hands to his ass, still wrapped in those ridiculous cherry-red skinny jeans, and lifted him right off the ground.  
 
    Luca gasped into his mouth in surprise but he wrapped both legs around his middle. Kane supported his weight easily, walking them out of the kitchen and down the hallway to Luca’s bedroom where he unceremoniously dumped him onto his bed. Luca was laughing as he bounced and then began taking off his clothes. Kane smirked at him and undressed quickly, squatting to take off his boots and socks and then standing to shed his jeans and briefs. His T-shirt was last thing to go and as he yanked it over his head, he felt Luca’s arms circling the backs of his thighs, drawing him to the edge of the bed.  
 
    Now naked, Luca sat with his legs splayed wide to accommodate Kane’s larger body. He smiled up at Kane and then reached for his cock, bobbing level with his mouth. His pointed tongue swept out, licked over the leaking slit, and Kane sucked in a breath. Luca smiled and then took the head of Kane’s hard dick into his mouth, sucking hard enough to make him hiss. He groaned and lowered both hands to Luca’s hair and twined his fingers into the short silken mess. 
 
    Before Kane could gather his thoughts, Luca swallowed him down, taking the entire length of his shaft into his mouth, bumping the head against the back of his throat. Even though Luca had done this to him more than once, he still marveled at how adept he was at giving head. None of Kane’s female partners had ever mastered a blowjob to rival one of Luca’s. The man truly was a champion cocksucker. He put all thoughts of how Luca had acquired his skills out of his mind as Luca milked his cock, sucking hard as he pulled back and tightening his lips as he slid back down. As Luca buried his nose in Kane’s pubes, he swallowed around the head rhythmically with his talented throat muscles. 
 
    “Christ! You’re good at that, baby,” Kane said, gasping.  
 
    Luca tightened his fingers on Kane’s ass cheeks, drawing back as he suddenly pulled off his cock, coughing a little. Kane realized he’d gagged on his dick and the very thought of it was so arousing, it almost made him come right then and there. Luca grinned up at him, his eyes watering as his cheeks colored with an adorable blush.  
 
    “Well, that was embarrassing,” Luca said, wiping the saliva off his puffy lips.  
 
    Kane chuckled. “Did you gag?” He reached down a wiped a tear tracking down Luca’s cheek as he nodded. “Come here.” 
 
    He reached for Luca’s biceps and tugged as Luca stood. Kane pulled him hard against his body and lowered his head. When their lips met in a blistering kiss, all Kane could think of was how it was going to feel to get inside his young lover. He was crazy about him and he was pretty sure Luca felt the same. Right now, his body ached for him. He fell back on the bed, dragging Luca along with him, doing his best not to break their kiss. When they ended up with limbs entwined and Luca crushed beneath him, Kane laughed and rolled off him.  
 
    “First, I gag you, then I crush you. Sorry about that,” Kane said. “This night is all kinds of awkward.”  
 
    Luca chuckled, rolling over on top of him. When he straddled Kane’s body, Kane set both hands on his hips.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. If you can’t have fun with your lover, it’s only sex, Kane.”  
 
    Kane reached up and cupped his cheek, gazing into his beautiful gray eyes. “You’re right. I’ve never had such fun in bed.”  
 
    Luca smiled and leaned down, kissing Kane softly. Kane felt his cock brush against his belly and the need to get inside him nearly made him come undone. As Luca broke their kiss and sat back up, he ran the palms of both hands down his furry belly, tracing the muscles there.  
 
    “Jesus, look at how cut you are, Kane. I swear, you must work out every single day, right?”  
 
    Kane felt himself blush at the compliment. “Five or six days a week, not as much now that I’m on this LAPD assignment.” He really didn’t want to talk about his workouts. He reached down and wrapped a hand around Luca’s uncut cock, stroking it slowly. It felt like velvet-covered steel in his hands. Watching the way his slit disappeared under his foreskin was hypnotic. The man was built beautifully all over and Kane was fascinated by his body.  
 
    Touching a man was so different than touching a woman. Women were soft and round but Luca was all smooth tanned skin and taut muscles. He truly was sexy as hell. He had a treasure trail of fine hair leading from his bellybutton down to his beautiful cock. Luca’s six-pack was defined as much as his own. When Luca leaned down and began kissing him again, Kane groaned. Luca was so good at everything he did. His taste was amazing, a combination of his own natural sweetness with a tang of soy sauce. The combination worked for Kane. If he didn’t want to get inside him so bad, he would have rolled him onto his back and kissed him until morning. When Luca finally pulled back, they were both panting.  
 
    “Get the lube and a condom,” Kane said. His voice came out sounding gravelly and low. Luca’s eyes flashed a brilliant fire that Kane adored. The kohl liner he still wore was sexy as hell. He couldn’t stop staring at him. Luca smiled at him and rolled off him, reaching for the drawer in his bedside table. He yanked it open and retrieved the supplies they needed before crawling back to Kane. He handed Kane the condom and then drizzled some lube over his fingers before reaching around his own body. Kane watched the glazed look in his eyes and knew that Luca was preparing himself with his slippery fingers.  
 
    After rolling the condom on, Kane reached for the lube Luca had dropped on the bed and poured a liberal amount over his cock before spreading it down over his shaft. Luca braced himself on the bed with both hands and lifted his hips while Kane grabbed the base of his cock and slid it between Luca’s slippery cheeks. As Luca lowered himself slowly onto his hard cock, Kane bit his lower lip. Luca’s ass was so tight and hot. He always forgot how fantastic it felt to slide into Luca. The way Luca’s body gripped him when Kane first entered him was like nothing he’d ever experienced in his life, certainly not with any woman. Judging by the expression of lust on Luca’s face, he was enjoying it at least as much as Kane was.  
 
    “Jesus, Kane, your cock feels amazing.” He slid down Kane’s shaft until he was completely buried in him. “I love the way you fill me.”  
 
    Luca moved slowly up and down, fucking himself on Kane’s hard dick. Kane held his gaze, completely lost in the gray-blue of his eyes and the lust he recognized in them. Luca bit his lower lip and then threw his head back as Kane continually jacked his cock, keeping it at a slow pace to draw out Luca’s pleasure. Just seeing it so clearly in his eyes was humbling. He marveled that he was the one person who could put that expression on Luca’s face. Luca leaned forward suddenly, reaching for Kane’s lips with his own. This time, his kiss was filled with intent and urgency.  
 
    Kane ate at his mouth, sucking on his tongue as Luca kissed him with abandon. He ravished Luca’s mouth, tightening his grip on Luca’s hard cock as he began to jack him even faster and with more purpose. He would see Luca take his pleasure before his own but it would have to be soon. He could barely hold back as it was. The way Luca continually slid off and on him, riding him like master bull rider, left Kane breathless. Luca groaned into his mouth and then pulled away, hissing against his lips.  
 
    “Harder, Kane… so close.”  
 
    “Come on, baby. Come for me,” Kane growled against his lips.  
 
    Luca sat up, throwing his head back as he cried out. Kane pumped him hard, rewarded by the first splash of Luca’s climax as it shot out of his cock in a hot spray over Kane’s stomach and chest. The sight of the white rivulets running over him triggered Kane’s own orgasm and he dug the fingers of his free hand into Luca’s hip as he came. His release shuddered through him as Luca’s insides clamped down on his cock. Pleasure bloomed white-hot as he emptied his balls into the condom buried deeply inside Luca. He let go of Luca’s cock as the man fell forward into his arms, smearing his sticky seed between them.  
 
    Luca caught Kane’s mouth in a hot kiss, tangling his tongue with Luca’s. Kane moved his hands up Luca’s back, taking a trail of Luca’s spunk from his soaked hand, somehow knowing the shower was going to be the next stop on this crazy train. As Luca turned his face into Kane’s neck, he felt his lips suck softly at a tender spot behind his ear.  
 
    “Kane,” Luca whispered. “Thank you.”  
 
    Kane smiled, rubbing his nose in Luca’s hair as he dragged his lips to his cheek. “Thank you for what, Luca?” 
 
    Luca leaned up and stared at him, gifting him with an angelic smile. “Thank you for coming back into my life.”  
 
    Kane felt his lips turn up at the corners of his mouth as he stared at the man in his arms. “The heart wants what it wants, my baby. Thank you for being here.”  
 
    When Luca smiled this time, Kane knew it was hopeless. He was falling in love with the man.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      By the time Kane got to work the next morning, he was anxious to meet with Marshal Brady and learn why the man hadn’t already disclosed which WITSEC protectees were out of pocket. When he thought about it logically, he knew Brady and the other marshals couldn’t have divulged that list of people even if he’d wanted to share. The Justice Department didn’t tell anyone, even other law enforcement, whom they were protecting. That fact rankled regardless. 
 
    The other thing that bothered Kane was the fact that Freddy was one of Luca’s friends. It bothered Kane more than he wanted to admit. He must have been in danger prior to entering the program with a new identity and if his killer had somehow located him when Luca was around… well, let’s just say, Kane hated the very idea of it. Knowing Luca had been in danger at any point in time was hard to take. 
 
    Kelly was sitting at her desk in the station house when Kane arrived, fresh out of Luca’s bed and already missing the hell out of him. She looked up and smiled at him as he strolled over. 
 
    “How are you, Delancey?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “Is Brady here yet?” he asked without preamble.  
 
    She frowned. “Oh, I’m fine. Thanks for asking, Kane. How are you? I’m great, Delancey. Happy to have beaten you to the office and put on a fresh pot of coffee. It’s ready by the way. Can I get some for you?” 
 
    Kane smirked as he plopped down at his desk across from her. He waved a hand at her. “By all means, carry on a two-sided conversation with yourself.” 
 
    “Most humans greet one another when they see each other first thing in the morning. It’s what separates us from a common platypus,” Kelly remarked, looking down at her hands. She held one up and pointed to it with the other. “That and opposable thumbs.” 
 
    Kane chuckled. “Good. You know you could use those opposable thumbs to pour me a cup of coffee and tell me if Brady is here yet.” 
 
    Kelly lifted a middle finger to convey her answer. “I’ve already had my coffee but since you’ll be pouring yourself a cup, you can top me off, misogynist.” She pushed her coffee cup across the desk at him. It read, “World’s Greatest Auntie”.  
 
    Kane chuckled again but he picked up her cup and his own mug and stood up, heading for the kitchen. “Touchy touchy, Murphy.”  
 
    “By the way, he’s not here yet!” she called out to the back of his head as he walked away.  
 
    Kane chuckled some more. He poured them both coffee in the station’s small kitchen, smiling ear to ear. He couldn’t get over the fact that he’d reconnected with Luca or that he was head over heels for him. As he walked back to their desks, he noted Kelly was holding her handset and talking into the phone. She looked up and smiled as he handed off the coffee.  
 
    “Fine. Just send it over then… yes, whatever you have. Send it and we’ll call you if we have questions, Brady. We just didn’t like being blindsided.”  
 
    Kane frowned as he listened to Kelly’s conversation. He sat down at his desk and looked across at her as sipped her coffee.  
 
    “No more surprises, right? And he’s the last… how many?” She glanced over at Kane as she listened to Brady. “Four… and… yeah, okay, just let us know when you’ve got a line on the rest of them. Good. We’ll be waiting. Talk to you later, Brady.” She hung up her phone and crossed her arms, looking disgusted.  
 
    “Brady’s not coming, I take it?” Kane took a big swig of his coffee. 
 
    “No. From what he says, the US Marshals are going nuts trying to gather up all their protectees around the country and relocate those who might be in imminent danger. He couldn’t spare a minute to come here and brief us on one dead protectee when he has twenty more that he has to relocate,” she said. “And get this…” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “They still have four people in Los Angeles that are unaccounted for. The marshals are scrambling to shore up the dam so that they don’t end up the way Freddie Lombardi did. Apparently, relocating people and creating new IDs is a process that doesn’t happen overnight.” 
 
    Kane frowned. “So, have they determined for sure that Lombardi was compromised?” he asked.  
 
    “They’re not sure. At this point, Brady offered to send over Lombardi’s Justice Department file and let us do all the follow-up on this murder which is fine by me. It’s not their job and it sounds like they’re really stretched at the moment,” Kelly said. 
 
    “You know, I was thinking, aside from the WITSEC angle, we should gather up as much information as we can get on Slade Ruiz and more on Martin Carlow. Something’s up with that connection. I don’t know what it is, but whatever it is, Slade Ruiz’s involvement with Carlow has been bugging me ever since we saw the two of them on tape. We need to look into that,” Kane said. “I’m gonna call my old captain down in San Diego and shake that tree a little… see what falls out.” 
 
    “Okay, good. I’ll work the Martin Carlow angle,” Kelly said. “There’s got to be some connection between the three men somewhere in the past. We just haven’t found it yet.”  
 
    “I agree. Did we get ballistics on the bullet the coroner found in Lombardi’s head?” Kane asked.  
 
    “No, but I did talk to Cassidy and Mike a half hour ago. They have court this morning but since they’re gonna be downtown anyway, I asked them to check in with Linda Hastings.” Kelly chuckled. “That woman really wants Ryan bad.”  
 
    Kane grinned. “From what Cassidy tells me, she’s been after him for years.” 
 
    “She’d definitely barking up the wrong tree with that man. He is madly in love with his husband,” Kelly said.  
 
    “Have you ever met him?” Kane asked, curiously.  
 
    Kelly nodded, putting a hand over her heart. “Oh, my, God! The man is a dream. Imagine the opposite of Cassidy in coloring. Ryan has those bright green eyes and white at the temples and Zack has long dark hair, obsidian eyes, and the face of Adonis.”  
 
    Kane nodded. “I guess they’re really happy.” 
 
    Kelly lowered her voice. “They’re into the whole BDSM thing.”  
 
    Kane felt his eyes widen. “Really? That surprises me a little. Cassidy doesn’t seem so dominant.”  
 
    Kelly’s eyes twinkled wickedly. “Who says he’s the Dom?” She took a big sip of coffee to hide her grin. 
 
    Kane coughed over his coffee cup, nearly spitting out the sip he’d just taken as she laughed at him. “Well, damn. I didn’t see that one coming.”  
 
    “Well, back to work, Delancey.”  
 
    “So… good old police work until we get to the bottom of all this crap… it is,” Kane replied, picking up his landline. 
 
     Kelly stood up with her empty coffee cup and headed to the break room while Kane dialed his old station and asked the watch commander to be put through to Captain Wallace. When he’d left San Diego before moving to LA and joining the ATF, their parting had been on amicable terms. He still had friends down south. If Wallace wasn’t in, he was going to call Carlos Mendez, the lieutenant who ran the vice division. He would help Kane. They’d worked several cases together when they were both detectives. After getting Wallace’s voicemail he hit zero and asked the operator to connect him to Mendez. 
 
    “Lieutenant Mendez,” the man said, answering his phone.  
 
    “Mendez, it’s Kane Delancey.”  
 
    “Hey, Delancey. How are you, brother? Long time no talk. You still in LA?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m still with the ATF.” Kane smiled. 
 
    “You like it, man? I could never do that bomb shit.”  
 
    Kane chuckled. “We rarely do bomb shit though we are handling a bombing case at the moment.”  
 
    “No shit. That one at the gay bar, Delancey?”  
 
    “Yes, which is why I’m calling you.”  
 
    “How can I help the ATF?” 
 
    Kane liked Carlos Mendez. He had a hard job running a very diverse department. A lot of vice’s interactions with the public down in San Diego took place using undercover police officers. They worked hand in hand with narcotics officers who probably had the some of the most dangerous jobs in the department. Working undercover vice operations along with narcotics down at the border was a scary business. The Mexican cartels ran drug trafficking across the US/Mexico border and they were ruthless. Officers put their lives on the line every day in San Diego in the endless fight against illegal narcotics.  
 
    “You remember Slade Ruiz, Carlos?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Yeah, of course. I haven’t seen him around in a while. Word on the street is that he moved up your way about a year ago. It still irks me that we couldn’t put him away. You’ve seen him?”  
 
    “Yeah, he’s here. The thing is, we think that he might be involved in the bombing.”  
 
    “No shit. Why would he bomb a gay bar? Ruiz is a pimp and I’m pretty sure he only runs boys so it makes no sense to blow up his customer base.”  
 
    Kane heard the tapping of a keyboard over the phone. “We really have no idea. We aren’t sure he’d limiting himself to pandering these days. We think he may have killed one of his boys in the bar right before the bomb went off. We know he was in the bar right before the explosion because we caught him on security footage from a couple nearby businesses.” 
 
    “Wow,” Mendez said, sounding distracted. “I never heard of him using a bomb.” More tapping of keys. “I’m in his file right now. There’s no mention of bombs or explosions. We did arrest him once with a .22 caliber pistol but down here, you know, his preferred method of taking care of things was giving one of his boys an overdose. You know how many times one of his boys washed up on the beach.”  
 
    “Well, dumping a body in water is the perfect forensic countermeasure. No one ever said Ruiz was an idiot. This time, however, our victim was killed with a .38 before the bombing.” 
 
    “Wow, but that doesn’t mean anything,” Mendez said. “Maybe he’s just using a different disposal method because he’s more inland now.”  
 
    “Yeah, maybe, or he’s afraid of being tied to the murders down in San Diego if he used the same method.”  
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    “So, Carlos, can I ask you a favor?”  
 
    “Sure, Delancey,” Mendez said, sounding as though his attention was back on the phone. 
 
    “Can you send me a copy of his file?” 
 
    “No problem, but it’s a fat file, my friend.”  
 
    “That’s okay.”  
 
    “No problem, amigo. Anything to help you catch this scumbag. You know how pissed we were about not making a case. I blame the fuckin’ DA, though. Just promise to give me progress updates. Something you guys turn up might help one of our cases. You know he’s suspected in several outstanding homicides down here.”  
 
    “I know, my man. Thank you so much. You have my email, right?”  
 
    “Yeah, Delancey. I’ll send the file now.”  
 
    “Thanks, Mendez. Next time I’m down south, we gotta go to Antonia’s Cafe.”  
 
    “That’s a plan, amigo. Best Mexican in San Diego.”  
 
    “Definitely. I swear, I’ve never had empanadas like Antonia’s Cafe even in Los Angeles.”  
 
    “I look forward to it, my friend. Thanks again, Carlos.” Kane hung up the phone feeling like he’d accomplished at least one thing.  
 
      
 
    ｡･:*:･ﾟ★,｡･:*:･ﾟ☆ 
 
      
 
    Luca was finishing up with a customer when Rodney, one of Auerbach’s Jeweler’s two armed guards, walked up to the counter. Ever since the store had been the victim of a smash and grab, Stephen had been paying for two guards, Rodney and Dog, to stand just inside the front doors of the store during operating hours. They wore handguns in their shoulder holsters but even if they didn’t, they would have been intimidating. Both men were built like linebackers, even taller than Kane’s 6 feet four, and if it were possible, even wider. Rodney was barrel chested, thick around the middle, but Luca was pretty sure he was solid muscle beneath the suit he looked poured into. His thighs and biceps bulged under his clothes and it was easy to see he was powerfully built. He’d clearly been in several fights. If Luca had to guess, his nose had been broken more than once and whenever he smiled, Luca couldn’t help but notice a missing top tooth. He did have a nice smile, though.  
 
    “Hey, Rodney. How are you?” Luca asked, reaching across the counter to shake the man’s hand as he walked up.  
 
    Rodney grinned, sans tooth. “Good, Luca.” He pulled out his phone and looked down at it, momentarily distracted as it buzzed with several notifications. When he finally glanced up again, he blushed, realizing that Luca had been standing there watching him. He shrugged and held up the phone, wiggling it in his massive paw.  
 
    “My girlfriend. She keeps texting me,” he offered as an explanation. “We… ah, we had a fight.” He looked away from Luca, shifting his weight from one foot to the other before glancing back at him, seeming terribly uncomfortable.  
 
    “Oh, I see,” Luca said, offering a small smile. “Was it a bad fight?” He unlocked the watch case where he was standing and pulled out a Rolex so he could polish the crystal while they talked. Something was certainly on the big man’s mind. 
 
    Rodney’s eyes widened and he got such a sincere look on his face, Luca had to bite his lip to keep from smiling.  
 
    “You know, you’d think someone would know what a shitty cook their mom was and if they didn’t, you’d think they’d want someone to point that out to them.”  
 
    “Oh, man, you didn’t tell her that her mom can’t cook, did you, Rodney?” Luca nearly groaned.  
 
    “Maybe?” Rodney bit his lower lip. “Yes? Shit. I guess I did,” he admitted. 
 
    “Never ever criticize the moms, Rodney. Were you born under a rock?” Luca asked, smirking.  
 
    “Wow, I guess so. Who would have thought that she didn’t know her own mom was a shitty cook?”  
 
    “Oh, trust me, she knows. She just doesn’t want you telling her you know,” Luca said.  
 
    Rodney nodded. “Yeah, you’re probably right, Luca. That’s why I asked you. I mean you’re always right about that kind of stuff.”  
 
    “How do you know?” Luca asked, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “Seriously?” Rodney turned back to look at Dog who stood obediently beside the front door, just like his namesake. When he turned back around, his face was sincere again. “What do you think Dog and I do all day?” 
 
    “Stand guard?” Luca asked, tipping his head as he narrowed his eyes.  
 
    “No, Luca. We watch your interpersonal communications with your customers. We both find you fascinating.”  
 
    Luca laughed. He knew Rodney and Dog weren’t stupid, regardless of the fact that they both looked like pugilists, but to hear that sentence come out of him was slightly comical.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t expect that,” Luca said. “You guys really must be bored out of your minds then.”  
 
    “No, both of us are trying to learn from you. We’re both impressed with how you handle your customers. Especially the ladies. They love you, Luca, seriously. You must know that.” He grinned widely before sobering. He shook his phone as if the weight of the world was in those text messages from his girlfriend. “That’s why I wanted to ask you a favor.”  
 
    Luca frowned slightly but he nodded. “Okay, if I can help, I will. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I was kind of hoping I could convince you to call Raquel—that’s my lady—and tell her I’m sorry and that to make things up to her, I want to take her purse shopping,” he said enthusiastically.  
 
    “Purse shopping,” Luca repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, Dog and I—we’ve both heard you tell the ladies about these great places for ladies’ purses so we were thinking that you should call and tell her I want to take her purse shopping. Maybe drop the name of some of your favorite places.” He gestured at Luca’s midsection.  
 
    “Okay, well, I don’t carry a ladies’ purse. I carry a messenger bag and I only know the best places for ladies’ purses because my customers tell me.”  
 
    “Right.” Rodney nodded. “So, will you call Raquel?” 
 
    “Okay, but first, tell me why you don’t want to tell her you’ll take her purse shopping yourself,” Luca said.  
 
    “Because if you tell her, she’ll think I’m being thoughtful. If I tell her, she won’t take it the same way,” Rodney said.  
 
    “What way?” Luca asked.  
 
    Rodney screwed up his features, looking pained. “You know…” He waved his hand at Luca. “Feminine.”  
 
    “Feminine,” Luca said. “You think taking the woman you love shopping for purses is feminine?”  
 
    Rodney shook his head. “No, I think telling her I want to take her shopping for purses is feminine.” He gestured at Luca again. “That’s why I want you to tell her.”  
 
    “So, I can sound feminine?” Luca asked.  
 
    “You sound feminine all the time.”  
 
    Luca straightened. “I beg your pardon.” 
 
    “I don’t mean it like that, Luca,” Rodney rushed to say, pointing at his phone. “I mean you’re a lot better about the way you say things to women than the way I say things to women.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure about that, Rodney. I’m sure there are a lot of things you’re better at saying to a woman. For example, I’ve never said, ‘I want to put my penis in your vagina’ to a woman.” 
 
    Rodney shook his head, cracking a grin. “I’m pretty sure I haven’t said the word penis since fifth grade, Luca.” He paused and batted his doe eyes at him until Luca laughed.  
 
    “Fine.” He held out his hand, wiggling his fingers. “Give me Raquel’s number.”  
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    Kane hunched over the thick file on his desk, still reading it hours after Mendez had emailed it to him. Slade Mendez was a piece of crap with a rap sheet a mile and a half long, but his story was also a tragic one.  
 
    Slade Ruiz—born Javier Portenza-Ruiz— grew up in the desperately poor favela Provedencia, Brazil’s first and largest shantytown, built into Rio de Janeiro hillsides. First inhabited by African slaves, the “bairros africanos” were built by soldiers in the eighteenth century and ran with sewage and despair to this day. Ruiz’s immigration paper trail was tissue-thin at best, but since he’d obtained a green card somewhere along the way, it was impossible to deport him. He’d naturalized at age eighteen in 2007.  
 
    According to depressing reports in the file from Brazil’s child welfare department, Ruiz had been orphaned on the street at age five, surviving by stealing enough to eat and support an elderly uncle who beat him every day. Slade had been raped by him for the first time at seven and had run away to become a street urchin and later a thug. He’d killed a person for the first time at eleven but had somehow managed to escape jail because of his age, only admitting to the abuse when a court ordered the delinquent into counseling. He’d turned up in the US many years later, sponsored by a famous celebrity family who’d changed his name and called him “son”. His adoptive family had long since written his adoption off as a “mistake” in viral social media posts.  
 
    From there, his journey had become muddy. For seven years after being ghosted by his family, he’d survived however he could and then suddenly—in 2014—the history of Slade Ruiz as a full-on criminal had resumed. Police report after police report listed him first as a petty thief, then armed robber, eventually moving on to pandering since it provided a more stable income without a huge risk to him. Pandering was where he’d seemed to find his stride. He’d run a stable of women at first and then graduated to men, seemingly because they promised a greater payday. By 2018, he’d been considered a suspect in at least four murders of his boys, but the police in San Diego had never had enough evidence to try him for the crimes, which Kane already knew. When things finally got too hot for him, he’d disappeared from San Diego PD’s radar. That was shortly before Kane had spotted him at Barcelona in Los Angeles.    
 
    Nowhere in the file was there any mention of arson or bomb-making and Kane was having a hard time slotting him into that form of criminality. Almost every bomber Kane had ever studied had been considered to be a paranoid loner. They were cowardly, putting together their bombs in secrecy and they always—ALWAYS—started off their careers by setting small fires at a very early age. They rarely, if ever, had partners in their crimes, needing to take accolades for their accomplishments alone.  
 
    None of the mindset or criminal history of a bomber fit Slade Ruiz.  
 
    By the time afternoon rolled around, Kane was no closer to making a case in his own mind for Ruiz being a bomber, than he had been that morning. Carlow, on the other hand, was the better prospect for being the bomber. He had the background for it, according to his service record, but Kane still anxiously awaited the profile of the behavioral analysis unit at the FBI. He looked across his desk to Kelly who sat at her own, facing him. She hung up the phone and met his gaze, then rolled her eyes.  
 
    “What?” Kane asked.  
 
    “That was Snow from the FBI. The BAU profiler won’t be available until tomorrow afternoon. The team he trusts is in Hawaii at the moment, looking into a serial killer who’s lopping off the heads of homeless teens.”  
 
    “That’s fine. Why are you rolling your eyes?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” she said, reaching up to rub a hand over her face. “I’m just tired. I’ve got nothing new on Carlow even though I’ve been looking into everything I can think of. I even resorted to googling the guy.”  
 
    Kane chuckled. “Wow, that is desperation.”  
 
    “I did find out that he was stationed at Fort Mead when he was in the Army but that’s literally all my Pentagon contact would give me. You know how they are when it comes to Spec Ops guys. It’s impossible to get anything more than this redacted file. I’m surprised they gave this up.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, we expected that,” Kane said. “What surprises me is the fact that he was dishonorably discharged. That rarely happens with Spec Ops because they’re screened so well before being offered a spot in their units. Your contact couldn’t elaborate on the discharge?”  
 
    “No, and to be truthful, that was bugging me too,” Kelly said. “Aren’t Spec Ops guys screened for anything psychological that would make them susceptible to… I don’t know, all kinds of stuff?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Kane said, nodding. “They’re supposedly not susceptible to torture or even PTSS.” 
 
    “You mean PTSD,” Kelly said, frowning.  
 
    Kane shook his head. “No, they just changed that to PTSS because it’s no longer considered a disorder, but a syndrome.” 
 
    “Huh,” Kelly said.  
 
    “And why didn’t you tell me you had a contact at the Pentagon?”  
 
    Kelly smiled. “I was in a computer class with her at UCLA. We became friendly. Her name is Laurie Masterson. I haven’t seen her since she moved back east. She’s Army and has a mid-level job in IT at the Pentagon. She’s been working there almost seven years and we’ve kept in touch by email over the years. Unfortunately, she didn’t have anything to give us on him.”  
 
    “Maybe we should contact Boston PD,” Kane said.  
 
    “Why don’t you let us do that,” a voice from behind Kane said. He turned to find Cassidy Ryan and Mike Williams walking up. Cassidy held a thin folder.  
 
    “That would be great,” Kane said, reaching out to shake Ryan’s hand as he stood. “What’s that?”  
 
    “Ballistics on the gun that killed Lombardi,” Mike said, frowning at the file Cassidy handed Kane. “You’re not going to like it.”  
 
    Kane frowned and looked down at the file, flipping it open. He read it for a few seconds before letting out a strangled curse. He looked up sharply and Cassidy nodded at him.  
 
    “Lombardi was killed with the same gun that killed my father?” Kane asked, horror washing over him. 
 
    “The Colt Python .357 magnum revolver,” Cassidy said. “That sucker is still out there.”  
 
    “Well, that explains why we never found a shell casing at Marty’s after the bombing,” Kelly said.  
 
    Kane shook the file at Cassidy, staring him straight in the eyes. “I want to bring Carlow in for questioning on the bombing. This should be enough.”  
 
    Cassidy and Mike both shook their heads.  
 
    “No. It’s not, Delancey. He’s not going to give us anything and we don’t have enough to charge him with anything. With only proof that he had munitions training in the Army and a security camera showing him leaving the bar that day, we won’t even be able to get a search warrant to look for the gun. Besides that, we don’t have a residence on file for him. Once Moore’s pub closed down, we don’t even have a work address. I know you want him as much as we do, but if we tip our hand that we think he has Enoch Moore’s Colt, much less the fact that we know he was at Marty’s, we’re just being stupid. He’s not going to keep that Colt on him. He’s a sophisticated criminal in a lot of ways. He’s most definitely not going to help us make a case for him.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kane said, feeling deflated. He shook his head, holding the proof that Freddy Lombardi was killed by the same gun that killed his father… knowing that there was nothing he could do about it.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Kane’s phone rang as he was leaving the office a couple of hours later. After Cassidy and Mike left, he’d been in a fairly foul mood. When he saw Luca’s number pop up in his phone, he cracked a smile, the first in hours.  
 
    “Hey, Luca,” Kane said, swiping the phone. “What’s cookin’?”  
 
    “Me. I’m cooking dinner for you tonight so if you’re off now, come over.”  
 
    His voice made Kane feel good. Not only that but the idea of a home cooked meal appealed to him very much at the moment. He’d grabbed a quick sandwich at the shop down the street from his station at midday, but with some surprise, he realized he was ready for another meal. Just the thought of sitting down at Luca’s small table made him happy.  
 
    “That sounds great, Luca. Let me run home and grab clean clothes and feed the ferrets.” He glanced at his watch. “I can be to your place in an hour, more or less.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m finishing up with work so I’ll go get the makings for dinner and then meet you at my place.”  
 
    “See you then.” Kane hung up the phone and smiled. He glanced across the desk and noted Kelly’s smirk. “What?” 
 
    “Hot date?” she asked, her voice laced with more humor than was necessary.  
 
    He stood and grabbed his suit coat, smiling back. “Hot meal, anyway.”  
 
    She sat back and crossed her arms over her chest, sobering. “I really am happy things are going well. I worried about you two.”  
 
    Kane sighed, stilling all motion. “I’m not sure what all this is just yet but I like him a lot. We have fun. Maybe it’s because he’s young and our jobs are so intense, but I feel like I can just relax when I’m with him.” It was a huge thing to admit and frankly, Kane was surprised he’d shared so much. Luca seemed to have that effect on him. He consciously thought about his emotions more now than at any time he ever had before. He was slowly coming to the realization that a lot of things about his personality were changing.  
 
    She smiled broadly and nodded at him. “Honestly, that’s good. You’re a lot nicer than you were when I first met you.”  
 
    Kane screwed up his features. He didn’t like the sound of that but then again, maybe he should reexamine what a dick he’d always been. He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out his gun, sliding it into his shoulder holster before nodding at her.  
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, Murphy. We have a lot to do.”  
 
    “Night. Have fun,” she called after him.  
 
    After feeding the ferrets and playing with them for ten minutes, he changed their bedding and put them back into their enclosure. He changed into street clothes, grabbed the key to his bike, and locked up the house. He stuffed a small duffel with an extra change of clothes into the under-seat compartment on the bike and headed out to Luca’s on the L S 218, making his way through traffic quickly. He parked the bike on the street, reminding himself that he had to pick up his dry cleaning before going into the Brentwood station in the morning. He had a locker at work but he hadn’t stored any suits there.  
 
    If he was planning on staying at Luca’s, he was going to have to leave a change of clothes either at his place or at work. As he walked up the steps to Luca’s apartment building, he shook his head. He hadn’t lived with anyone since sharing a barracks in the Marine Corps and he certainly had never shared a space with a romantic partner. The very thought of an arrangement where he and Luca could share a space was odd but now that it came to him, he’d have to think about it. Things were moving quickly but for some reason, it didn’t seem to matter. Once he’d finally taken the plunge and allowed himself to feel attracted to the man without guilt, he’d gone for it.  
 
    Full speed ahead.  
 
    Kane walked up to the door to Luca’s apartment building and raised his fist to knock on the door. When he heard music coming from the inside of the unit, he stopped and pressed his ear to the door. It was… an opera… and Luca was singing along with the female singer… LOUDLY!  
 
    “Un bel di, vedremo levarsi un fil di fumo…”, he sang in what Kane knew had to be Italian. He grinned and knocked on the door as the lilting music continued. When Luca opened the door, he was holding his phone and singing into the speaker. He smiled at Kane, letting him in as he put a finger to his lips in a “be quiet” gesture. Kane smirked and shut the door quietly behind him as Luca walked back into the kitchen where his CD player blared the opera.  
 
    “Sull’estremo confin del mare…”, Luca sang. His voice was beautiful and it blended with the voice of the Italian woman’s with such perfection, it floored Kane. Luca set down the phone, keeping it on speaker as he picked up a knife and returned to chopping mushrooms on his cutting board. Kane sat on a barstool at the raised counter and watched him with amazement until the song finished. When Luca picked up the phone and shut off the music, Kane could hear sobbing on the other end of the line.  
 
    He’d been singing to someone.   
 
    “Thank you, Luca. Thank you so much, sweetie,” a man’s voice said shakily. “She would have loved that.”  
 
    “You’re welcome, lovely,” Luca said to the man on the phone, making eye contact with Kane. He had tears in his eyes. “Let me know when and where you’ll be having her service. I’ll be there.”  
 
    “Thank you, Luca. I love you,” the man said, tears still evident in his voice. 
 
    “I love you too, babes.” Luca swiped the phone and set it on the counter, smiling softly at Kane as he walked to the sink.  
 
    “What was that all about?” Kane asked, genuinely curious.  
 
    “My friend Ken… his grandma died today and so when he called, I just wanted to sing to him to make him feel better. She loved Madame Butterfly. It was her favorite.” 
 
    As Luca turned on the water to begin washing his hands, Kane stood up, feeling butterflies of his own twirling around in his stomach. He walked around the counter and picked up a dish towel and handed it to Luca before drawing him into his arms. He leaned down and kissed him slowly, loving the feel of this sweet, gentle man in his arms.  
 
    Luca dried his hands between them and then discarded the towel, wrapping his arms around Kane tightly as their bodies came together. They stood in the kitchen for long minutes just breathing each other in, just happy and content to be with each other. Kane was falling hard for this sweet man. This sweet man who decided the best way to cheer up a friend grieving the loss of a precious grandmother was to sing him her favorite aria. It was really quite something. Luca was really quite something and Kane felt privileged to know him. When he finally leaned back and separated their lips, he smiled down at Luca’s beautiful face.  
 
    “That was a nice thing for you to do, Luca.”  
 
    Luca smiled back, loosening his hold on Kane’s waist. “It’s only the least I can do for a friend.”  
 
    “You constantly surprise me.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “I don’t think I know many men who could be so kind, Luca. You really have a soft heart, you know that.” He reached up and carded his fingers into Luca’s wild hair. The soft strands fell at odd angles but they almost seemed to sparkle under the strong halogen pendant lights which hung over his breakfast bar. He was stunningly beautiful. Kane’s wool-gathering must have given his thoughts away because Luca cleared his throat, letting go of him. He smiled at him as they separated.  
 
    “Will you still feel that way if I tell you we have to back out for wine? I forgot it and I can’t finish the chicken marsala without it.” The way he bit his lower lip made Kane smile again.  
 
    “Let’s go, then. I’m starving,” Kane said, grabbing up the keys he’d laid on the counter. “You’re gonna have to settle with riding on the back of my bike, though. I left the Charger at home so I could get here faster.”  
 
    Luca’s grin was broad as he picked up his pea coat and a scarf, wrapping it around his neck. He held out a hand to the front door.  
 
    “Sally on, then. The store is two blocks down. We could walk but the chance to get back on the bike with all that power between my thighs is the thing of fantasies.”  
 
    Kane laughed and preceded Luca through his front door. Luca settled onto the bike behind him and wrapped his arms around Kane’s middle. He loved the way his smaller body felt against his back. He drove them to the Bevmo on the corner and he parked the bike at the curb, waiting for Luca to get off before he did. They walked into the large wine and adult beverage store. The shelves were lined with every type of liquor Kane could imagine.  
 
    Luca immediately headed to the back of the store where the wines were kept, and Kane turned to browse over a selection of top-shelf tequila. His ears perked up when he recognized Luca’s raised voice. He glanced to the wine section and spotted Luca with his arms crossed, facing an older man who seemed to be confronting him. Kane immediately headed toward them, picking up on their terse conversation.  
 
    “No thanks, I’m here with a friend,” Luca said.  
 
    “You won’t find a friendlier face than mine, boy, and someone needs to teach you some manners,” the man said, reaching out and taking hold of Luca’s bicep. 
 
    Luca instantly yanked his arm out of the man’s large paw. Kane noticed the older man was bald, sported a bushy salt-and-pepper beard, and was wearing jeans with a large leather belt to match the leather vest, open to expose a pot belly.  
 
    “Sorry. Like I said, I’m here with a friend,” Luca said, lifting his chin. “We just came in to get some wine.”  
 
    “Just one date, boy. You won’t regret it.”  
 
    “Sorry, I’m not into the rough stuff, daddy.”  
 
    His laugh boomed loudly as Kane got closer. “Well, I don’t usually date your kind either, boy.”  
 
    “What kind is that? Breathing?” Luca snapped, his irritation showing in the blush on his cheeks. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Kane growled as he walked past the huge bear and threw an arm over Luca’s shoulder. Luca looked up at him, gratitude sparkling in his eyes.  
 
    “Nothing. This gentleman was just leaving.”  
 
    Kane turned and stared the older man down. He looked angry, wearing a black leather collar and bicep bands. Kane would have laughed at the overt attempt to look like a Dominant if the man’s nostrils weren’t flaring.  
 
    “Suit yourself, twink,” the man said, waving at Luca. “You can have your pretty boy all day long.” He turned to leave and Luca shouted at his back.  
 
    “This pretty boy is a Marine and he could kick your Dom ass if he wasn’t being charitable.” When Luca turned his face up to Kane’s, Kane couldn’t help but chuckle.  
 
    “Twink?”  
 
    Luca frowned but Kane could see the smile playing around his lips. “He’s an idiot. Ignore him and help me pick out a wine.”  
 
    “What would you have done if I wasn’t here? What did you say to piss off a big guy like that?” Kane asked, watching the guy walk out the door. 
 
    “He told me what he’d like to do to me with my scarf so I told him all that leather was just too twee outside of the Eagle,” Luca said.  
 
    “Okay, I have no idea what the Eagle is but you really shouldn’t piss off big guys like that,” Kane said.  
 
    “Listen, Delancey, I’ve been taking care of myself since I was little. Now. Help me pick out a nice wine or we’ll never get home and get dinner made.” The way his lower lip stuck out in a little pout was so darling, Kane couldn’t help pulling him into a tight hug. He kissed him solidly on the mouth and Luca opened up to him, tangling his tongue with Kane’s right there in the store. For someone who didn’t like public displays of affection, Kane was rapidly coming to realize when Luca was around, all bets were off. It was several minutes before they turned back to the wine racks to peruse the offerings.  
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    Luca set two plates on the table, looking proud of the chicken marsala he’d made. The white wine Kane had picked out was perfect and even though it was nearly eight by the time they finally sat down to eat, he was happy. Luca had cooked several pieces of chicken in the wine, mushroom, and garlic sauce because Kane told him he was starving and the pasta that he’d prepared while Luca cooked was done perfectly al dente. He was honestly surprised by how good it came out. His own refrigerator and freezer were a travesty of leftover takeout boxes and frozen pizzas and TV dinners. His stove was spotlessly clean which was a shame because it was a nice stove. Luca had told him that he looked forward to cooking a few meals there. That would be fine with Kane.  
 
    “So, what happened today? Did you make any progress on Freddy’s case?” Luca asked.  
 
    Kane debated telling Luca the whole truth. If he did, it was going to open a whole can of worms. For all he knew, Freddy had been drunk at some point and told Luca about his protection status in the WITSEC program. He wanted to be honest with Luca but Kelly had warned him once before about disclosing everything to him when they were working undercover on the jewelry store robberies. He picked up his fork and knife and began cutting his chicken.  
 
    “We learned a few things about Freddy that you probably didn’t know.” When Luca was silent, Kane glanced up to find him staring at him across the table.  
 
    “Well, are you going to tell me or am I just supposed to divine it from your brain?” Luca asked, smirking right before he popped a mushroom into his mouth. “I’m not Pimporn and I don’t have tea leaves.”  
 
    Kane put a bite of Luca’s delicious chicken into his mouth and began chewing it. It tasted so good, he closed his eyes and savored it. The last person he wanted to talk about was Freddy Lombardi. When he opened his eyes again, Luca had his arms crossed over his chest and he was glaring at him. Kane rolled his eyes and set down his fork.  
 
    “Fine. I’m going to make this quick because I had a very long day at work and the last thing I want to think about is this case.”  
 
    “Fine, then you don’t have to tell me,” Luca said, sounding and looking very put out as he glared at him.  
 
    “Stop pouting like a kid. I told you I’d find out what happened to Freddy and I intend on doing that. First of all, Freddy Lombardi was not your friend’s name.”  
 
    “What?” Luca’s eyes went wide as saucers. “What was it then?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. We’re waiting on the US Marshals to send over his WITSEC file tomorrow.”  
 
    “Wait,” Luca said, leaning forward, “Freddy was in WITSEC… like you?”  
 
    Kane picked up his fork, digging into the delicious meal again, hoping it hadn’t gone cold. He nodded.  
 
    “Uh-huh. Do you remember when I told you weeks ago that we thought that the list of WITSEC protectees had been somehow hacked?” He put a helping of chicken and mushrooms into his mouth. The flavors of garlic and capers and a buttery wine sauce burst on his tongue. The chicken was so good, he wanted to cry. He chewed and swallowed only to shovel a second forkful into his mouth. 
 
    “Yes. I remember, but you weren’t sure,” Luca said. 
 
    “We’re sure now,” he mumbled around the bite of food in his mouth. He swallowed and continued. “The marshals are positive that several people are out of pocket as well.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” Luca asked, picking up his own fork.  
 
    Kane waited until he’d cut off another piece of chicken and eaten it to answer. “It means that they’ve notified and rounded up all their protectees around the country that they believe are most at risk. Obviously, anyone in the program who is still in the program forty years after going in, isn’t at as high a risk as someone who’s actively being sought by a hired killer, so you get my meaning.”  
 
    “Right,” Luca said, eating more of his dinner.  
 
    “But there are always some protectees that wander away from the US Marshals who are in charge of their welfare. Some decide they don’t want to be in protection anymore and just up and leave without notifying the marshals while others just disappear. Freddy was one of the ones who didn’t check in regularly, from what I understand. He was one of those protectees that the marshals call ‘out of pocket’.”  
 
    “Okay, so tomorrow you’ll find out who he really was and that should tell you who killed him, right?”  
 
    “It couldn’t hurt. If someone who wants him dead, found out his new identity from the leaked list, then it’s a good bet they murdered him,” Kane said, scooping more food onto his fork. “The investigation is really just in its infancy, Luca, and there are just some things I can’t tell you.”  
 
    “But you’d tell me if you could?” Luca asked, finishing off more of his food.  
 
    “I promise, I’ll tell you as much as I can, okay, baby?” Kane asked, pinning him with a serious glance as he finished off the last of his chicken and pasta.  
 
    Luca nodded and reached across the table. Kane set down the wine glass he’d just picked up and took Luca’s hand. Electricity buzzed through his hand as their fingers laced together and intertwined. Luca must have felt it too because he smiled sweetly at him. Kane couldn’t resist staring at the way Luca’s pointed pink tongue licked a dribble of wine gravy off the corner of his red mouth. His lips were plump and so perfect, all Kane could do was think of kissing him. He wanted him badly. When he lifted his gaze to Luca’s, the man’s eyes were twinkling with lusty mischief. Kane couldn’t help but smile at him.  
 
    “Are you done with your food?” he asked.  
 
    Luca nodded. “Let’s clear these plates and then we’ll have to think of something else to keep us occupied for the rest of the night.”  
 
    “I think we can do that,” Kane said. “Yeah, definitely. We can do that.”  
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    Kane thrust slowly into Luca. Luca groaned and gripped the sheets, his face pressed into his pillow. Kane’s fingers dug into his hips painfully but Luca couldn’t care less. He was giving him everything he’d cajoled out of him earlier. He loved it when Kane took charge of his body. He was always an aggressive lover, commanding in the bedroom. It had started in the kitchen as Luca was clearing dishes, intent on washing their plates and the pan he’d cooked the chicken marsala in. He hated leaving dinner dishes in the sink overnight but when Kane had stalked up behind him and begun kissing his neck and massaging the globes of his ass, Luca had closed his eyes and given in to his demands. He’d smiled, wiped his hands dry, and spun in Kane’s arms, connecting their mouths.  
 
    They’d been naked before even reaching the bedroom. Luca hadn’t known what had prompted Kane’s keen interest in his body before they could even get to the bedroom, but he wasn’t one to complain when it came to the tall, gorgeous lawman. He was utterly crazy about him. With Kane buried deeply in his body, Luca could barely form a clear thought, much less try to analyze his lover’s motivations.  
 
    “Luca,” Kane groaned, slowly pushing in. “Baby, your body is so gorgeous, I can’t keep my hands off you.”  
 
    “Look who’s talking,” Luca said into the pillow. Kane hit that spot that made him tingle all over and it was all he could do not to cry out. Instead, he curled his fingers into the sheets, now bunched on both sides of his pillow. Kane was so big but the massive amount of lube he used to press into Luca’s body eased the way. Luca turned his head and Kane shifted, leaning down where he could take Luca’s mouth as he fucked him.  
 
    “Baby…,” Kane groaned as he pulled away. He fucked into him, brushing that spot that always lit up Luca’s nerve endings and sent him reeling.  
 
    “Oh God, Kane, again!” he gasped. “Right there.” 
 
    Kane repeated the slide, brushing over his prostate. Luca cried out and reached down, wrapping his fist around his cock as he began to come.  
 
    “That’s right, baby. Get yourself off. I’m so close,” Kane said, speeding his thrusts.  
 
    Luca gasped again, losing himself in the climax that slammed into him. Kane groaned behind him and from the way his body jerked and the way his cock swelled inside him, he knew he was also lost to his own pleasure. Spunk shot out of his dick, painting the bed covers with puddles of white. Kane stopped thrusting and held Luca tightly to him as he finished inside his body. When the shudders finally stopped wracking him, Luca sighed, relaxing his body as Kane finally released his hips. He knew there would be marks on him in the morning and all he could feel was deeply pleased by that fact. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Shortly before noon the next day, Kane and Kelly were sitting at their desks going over the information Cassidy and Mike had dropped off after their conversation with the Boston PD. Carlow had been on their radar for quite some time but he had always been considered a low-level thug with the Irish mob. Unfortunately, the Boston PD had nothing that could help tie him into any bombings in Boston. He was around the area at the time, but that was really about all they had on him. His record was remarkably clean as a matter of fact. That meant that whatever criminal activities he was involved in weren’t going to show up on paper. He was really good at hiding his activities.  
 
    Marshal Brady had also sent over the file on Freddy Lombardi. Kane had been anxious to look over the information and learn something more about why he’d gone into WITSEC and perhaps expose who would have targeted him. Unfortunately, after reading the file, he wasn’t convinced that his enrolment in the program had anything to do with why Carlow and Ruiz would want him dead. He’d testified in a Texas court case at the age of sixteen after seeing his father—a drug addict—gunned down by a known drug dealer with cartel ties. His whole family had been moved to Los Angeles and his name had been changed to Freddy Lombardi from Gabriel Mason. His surviving mother and sister had already been relocated by WITSEC. 
 
    They’d just decided to go out to grab some lunch when Lincoln Snow and his partner Mac McCallahan walked in. They were accompanied by a third man. Kane stood up when he saw them and smiled, reaching out to shake their hands.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Kane said.  
 
    “Kane Delancey, meet Casey Watterson. He’s one of our profilers and a really good friend,” Snow said.  
 
    Kane reached out and shook Casey’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you. This is my partner, Kelly Murphy.”  
 
    Casey leaned over and took Kelly’s hand. He grinned widely at her, holding on to her hand possibly longer than he should have. Kelly was a beautiful woman with startling red hair that fell in ringlets when it wasn’t pulled back in a ponytail. She was shapely and had the kind of peaches and cream skin that had always attracted Kane… that was until he met Luca. Casey wasn’t particularly tall. In fact, he looked like a dwarf when standing beside Mac McCallahan who was at least six foot seven. Watterson had brown hair and brown eyes but there was something in his eyes that projected confidence and intelligence. Funny, Kane had never checked out other men before meeting Luca. His life was changing in ways he’d never expected.  
 
    “Why don’t we go into the lieutenant’s office,” Kelly said, staring into Casey’s eyes. There was definitely a spark of interest there, Kane noted.  
 
    “After you,” Casey said, flashing her a brilliant smile.  
 
    Kelly grinned back and Kane was almost sure he saw her bat her eyelashes at him. What the hell? They walked into the lieutenant’s office and pulled up chairs.  
 
    “So, I had a chance to look at the files for Mr. Carlow and Mr. Ruiz as Special Agent Snow asked,” Casey began, pulling out notes. “Of the two, the profile of a bomber doesn’t fit Mr. Ruiz.”  
 
    “That’s what we thought too,” Kelly said.  
 
    “Right. So, are you aware of how the FBI categorizes the profile of bombers?” 
 
    “I am but then again I have a background with the ATF,” Kane said.  
 
    “Okay, so then you know this bomber is not a group cause bomber. The bomb wasn’t set in order to protest anything or send a message. Also, I don’t believe he’s a personal cause bomber, though I looked at both of those scenarios carefully due to the fact that the bomb was set off in a gay bar. After going out to the scene yesterday,” Casey said, “I’m not convinced that he decided to blow up the bar because of any prejudice directed toward the patrons or employees of the bar.”  
 
    “Because there was a murder immediately before the bombing?” Kelly asked.  
 
    Casey smiled at her. “That and the fact that he didn’t take credit for the bombing. Personal cause bombers always take credit for why they bomb. A lot of the time, they write long manifestos explaining why they set off the bomb. They are compelled to let everyone know why they picked a specific target.”  
 
    “Well, we checked with Stephen Auerbach, the owner of Marty’s and he swears he was never contacted by the bomber. At our request, we asked him to check his mail, phone, and email,” Kane said. “Nothing.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Casey said. “So, we can safely rule out a personal cause bomber. I also don’t believe he’s a psychologically disorganized bomber. What he did was precise. The bombs had the signature of other bombs which were set off in Boston down to the last ball bearing, nail, and needle. One of your suspects, Mr. Carlow, has ties to the Irish mob out of Boston. This all leaves us with a simple criminal bomb set off to cover the murder of Mr. Lombardi.” 
 
    “We came to the same conclusion,” Kane said, sounding slightly irritated. He really wished that Casey had come armed with something other than what they already knew. “So, what can you tell us that we don’t know?”  
 
    Kelly shot him a dirty look. “Let him finish, Delancey.”  
 
    “It’s okay, Kelly. I’d like to add that as profilers, we look at five elements. First, we compare the bombing to other bombings, then we go out to the crime scene, then we look at victimology to see if there was anyone else in the bar who might have been the target by looking into their backgrounds and activities for a possible motive and connection. In this case, everyone else who died or was injured in the bar had relatively clean criminal backgrounds with minor exceptions. I couldn’t find a better motive than the one we already know of—the connection between Mr. Lombardi and Slade Ruiz. That’s the fourth element.”  
 
    “And the final element?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “I developed a description of the offender to be compared with previous cases but you already have the best suspects in my opinion, Mr. Carlow and Mr. Ruiz. My team is still working to conduct a psychological autopsy of your two suspects but I’ve been at this a while and I can tell you, I’m quite certain Mr. Carlow is your bomber. Mr. Ruiz may have pulled the trigger that killed Lombardi, but Carlow is your bomber. He went into the bar prepared with two bombs, determined to cover up the murder with no regard to who else he hurt or killed. There’s also this.”  
 
    Watterson reached down and unzipped the laptop case he’d brought with him, pulling out his computer and setting it on the lieutenant’s desk where everyone could see it. He cued up a file and Kane recognized security camera footage from outside of Marty’s right before the bomb went off.  
 
    “This is from the camera at 24 Hour Fitness, next door to the bar.” He pushed the button and it began to play. Since Kane hadn’t seen this footage, he watched closely. When Carlow walked out of the bar, Casey stopped the tape. “Watch his face when he turns fully toward the camera.” He zoomed in on Carlow’s face and then resumed the tape in slow motion. Carlow turned toward the camera and then his lips thinned. “There. Note his micro expressions. The way his lips thin and the way he has tiny frown lines appear in his forehead. Those micro expressions tell me that he was displeased with something.” He rewound the tape and played it two more times so they could all get a glimpse at Carlow’s expression.  
 
    “What do those micro expressions mean?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “Well, first of all, bombers are loners. They rarely if ever work with a partner so the fact that he was in a bar with Ruiz is a puzzle to me. Secondly, they are extreme narcissists who take great pride in their bombmaking skills. Since he had to share this moment with someone, he didn’t like it,” Casey said.  
 
    “Maybe that’s why he did this in broad daylight,” Kane said, glancing around the room to look at the others. “If he set the bombs at night, it would have been harder to see him. I never could figure out why he allowed himself to be caught on security cameras.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” Casey said. “Even though overtly taking credit for the bomb isn’t a compulsion with these kinds of bombers, his narcissism wouldn’t allow him to be completely ignored. Even though he knew it was possible that he would be tied to the crime, he deliberately used a bomb with the signature of other bombs in Boston and he showed his face to the camera to make sure we knew he was the creator of this masterpiece. He can’t help himself.”  
 
    “Wow, this is interesting,” Kelly said.  
 
    “Thank you for coming in and confirming what we suspected,” Kane said. “It’s good to know the two men aren’t exactly fond of working together also.”  
 
    “It’s a need-based partnership in my opinion,” Casey said. “They had a goal and the goal has been met. The partnership will fracture. Unless they have another target where they are forced to work together, they won’t. These men aren’t friends. Carlow may even decide that Slade Ruiz is a liability to him and dispose of him as well.”  
 
    Kane chuckled, looking at Snow and McCallahan. “We can only hope.”  
 
    Lincoln grinned at him. “It would save us all a hell of a lot of work.” Lincoln reached for Casey’s hand. “Thanks, my friend. I know you left your team in Hawaii just to fly back and look at the bar.”  
 
    “No problem, Lincoln. You know I’ll always be here when you need me.”  
 
    The rest of them shook hands with Casey and Kane was quick to note how Kelly slipped up beside him as he walked out the door. The two of them were still talking when she walked him to the elevator, leaving Kane, Lincoln, and Mac standing in the bull pen looking at their backs as they slowly strolled away from them. Lincoln chuckled and Kane shot him a dirty look.  
 
    “Looks like your partner likes Casey,” Lincoln said.  
 
    Kane grimaced. “Yeah, I think so.”  
 
    “You’re not interested?” Mac asked.  
 
    Kane’s eyes widened. “In Watterson?”  
 
    Lincoln burst out laughing. “No. In Kelly.”  
 
    Kane felt himself flush. He wanted to tell him that he would have been interested in her but the man in his bed made him forget about everything and everyone. The only person in his fantasy life was a slender jeweler with the greatest ass he’d ever held in two hands and the softest lips he’d ever kissed. Instead of outing himself, he opted for a shake of his head.  
 
    “I don’t date my partners,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Okay,” Lincoln said.  
 
    Kane reached out and took the two men’s hands, shaking them again. “Thanks for bringing us the profile. It really helped, guys,” he said.  
 
    “No problem,” Snow said. “You owe us lunch.”  
 
    “Kelly and I were actually just about to grab lunch. You want to go now?” he asked, staring at his watch.  
 
    Lincoln exchanged a glance with Mac who nodded. “Yeah, why not? Casey has to get back on a plane in an hour and a half but the two of us can go. My partner never turns down a meal.”  
 
    Kane grinned at the massive ginger. “I’ll bet. Let’s go then.” Kane followed them all to the elevators where Kelly and Casey stood laughing at something private.  
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    “You have to come out with me tonight, Luca,” Corey whined into the phone.  
 
    Luca rolled his eyes. He loved his best friend but these days all he really wanted to do was stay home and roll around in the sheets of his bed with his new boyfriend. He stopped and thought about that for a second. Was Kane his boyfriend? They’d spent every night in bed together since Kane had come back and apologized to him. He knew Kane probably couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea that he was a boyfriend but what other description could Luca give them? Were labels even important?  
 
    “What’s going on tonight and where are you going?” he asked, turning to make sure that Sebastian had noticed the customer who’d just walked in. When he walked over to greet her in front of the diamond cases, Luca moved farther away with his phone to continue listening to Corey.  
 
    “It’s Josh’s birthday. We were going to meet at Dance Hall Boys.” 
 
    “Oh, man, Josh? I can’t stand that guy,” Luca moaned.  
 
    “Why? Josh is so fun!” Corey protested.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, right. I forgot you were busy playing tonsil hockey with that Carmine guy when Josh was giving me a blow by blow description of how great his stylist is at bleaching his asshole,” Luca said, shuddering. He remembered the conversation like it was yesterday because he’d spent the whole time trying not to gag as Josh went on and on about bleaching his pucker.  
 
    Corey burst out laughing. “He didn’t!”  
 
    “Swear to God, Corey. If I have to hear about his butt waxing or asshole bleaching one more time, I’m just going to vomit all over his feet. I mean how hairy can a guy’s ass be before it needs waxing? He’s not a fucking Wookie.” Corey roared in laughter as Luca continued. “Besides, I think Kane said something about going out for Indian food tonight.”  
 
    “He hasn’t dumped you yet?” Corey said snidely, all trace of his previous humor gone.  
 
    Luca rolled his eyes, glancing at the front door to make sure he hadn’t missed a customer. The only customer in the store was trying on watches at the ladies’ watch case with Sebastian. He sighed loud enough for Corey to hear and turned back around to continue his conversation with his best friend.  
 
    “Listen, I know you hate him but for now at least, he’s going to be a part of my life. You need to meet him and spend some time with him. How about instead of you going to listen to Josh describe his most recent trip to the salon, you come out to eat with us?”  
 
    “Even if I had an interest in being a third wheel on your date, I wouldn’t give that asshole the time of day.” He paused to add emphasis. “He’s gonna hurt you, babe. You are soft-hearted and the most amazing man in the world. You deserve a better man than Kane Delancey. Trust me, he may be a hot lay but one of these days he’s going to break your heart, Luca.”  
 
    Luca didn’t know what to say. He feared the same thing at times but he could only try to believe in Kane. He was making an effort to be a good boyfriend and Luca could only try his best to trust him and believe the things he was saying. Besides, every time he thought about the lopsided ashtray, or the way he’d acted with Pimporn, or any of a hundred other things that Corey hadn’t seen, he knew he had to give Kane another chance.  
 
    “I love him, Corey.”  
 
    “Don’t. Don’t love him, Luca. He’s not good for you,” Corey said. “Anyway, I’m gonna hang up before I say something I’ll regret. Have a good night, babe.”  
 
    “Night, Corey.” Luca hung up the phone, biting his lower lip. He knew he should at least consider what Corey said but he just couldn’t. Every time he was with Kane, he fell deeper down the rabbit hole. It was dangerous, but for Luca at least, it was way too late.  
 
      
 
    ｡･:*:･ﾟ★,｡･:*:･ﾟ☆ 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Luca nearly fell through the front door of his apartment. He was exhausted but even though he missed the hell out of Corey, he was really glad he hadn’t taken him up on his offer of going to that idiot Josh’s birthday. He grinned as he shut and locked the front door, imagining the look on Kane’s face if he told him about his conversation with Josh. He was still grinning as he got into the shower to clean off before Kane got there with the Indian takeout he’d promised to pick up. He almost felt guilty that Kane had to make the drive back and forth from West LA to the Valley and then back to Luca’s place. At least when he’d been at the ATF, his office was in Glendale. A stop to feed the ferrets and pick up clean clothes before coming over to Luca’s would be easier once he went back to work at the ATF full-time. Luca knew Kane missed his old job but he’d explained that what he was doing to help out the US Marshals was very important.  
 
    Fifteen minutes after he stepped out of the shower, the doorbell rang. He set aside his latest gay romance novel and stood up from the couch, padding over to the door in stockinged feet. Strangely enough, he never wore socks except with his work dress shoes and at home. When he was out at a club or bumming around on a day off, he didn’t wear them at all. Kane had told him it was sexy and that made him smile a whole lot. When he opened the door, Kane was standing there looking exceptionally handsome. He held two large brown paper bags and Luca could smell the food as he greeted Kane with a kiss then let him into the apartment.  
 
    “Hey,” Kane said, smirking at him. “You smell good. I almost wish you’d waited to shower until I got here. I smell gamey from sitting at a desk all day.”  
 
    Luca grinned, taking one of the bags of food and setting it on the dinner table. “You mean you wanted to shower with me?”  
 
    Kane set down his bag and then slipped both arms around Luca, pressing into his back as he leaned in and kissed up the side of his neck to his ear. “That would have been nice,” he whispered.  
 
    Luca shuddered. “Well, maybe after you mess me all up, we can do that.”  
 
    Kane chuckled and then turned him in his arms, leaning down to kiss him soundly. Luca sighed and slid both arms around his neck, kissing Kane back. He melted against Kane’s stronger larger body, loving how it felt to be pressed against such a strong, virile man. Everything about the federal agent thrilled him. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told Corey that he was in love with Kane. He couldn’t help himself. Luca was the kind of man who never did anything by halves and his love life was no exception to that. He’d never been in love with anyone before but Kane Delancey was everything he wanted in a man. He felt safe with him and even though he knew he should guard his heart, he couldn’t. When Kane finally let go of him several minutes later, they were both hard.  
 
    “You want me to take you to bed or should we eat first?” Kane asked. His voice was so low and so graveled, it sent a thrill down Luca’s spine.  
 
    “I really want you, Kane.”  
 
    Kane grinned. “Likewise.” He took hold of Luca’s hand and practically dragged him down the hall to his bedroom. In minutes they were both naked and lying on the bed making out. Luca ground himself against Kane, rutting against him like a horny teenager. It felt so amazing, he knew if Kane kept it up, he’d be coming before they even fucked.  
 
    “Get a condom and lube,” Luca whispered against Kane’s mouth.  
 
    Kane leaned up and smiled down at him. “You want me inside you?”  
 
    “Oh, hell yes. Hurry.”  
 
    Kane nodded and rolled off Luca where he’d pinned him to the bed, reaching for the drawer and pulling out the supplies they needed. By the time he crawled back to him, Luca was stretched out on his back with his legs spread wide. Kane grinned at him and popped the top on the lube bottle.  
 
    “Hold out your hand.”  
 
    Luca did as he was instructed and Kane poured lube over his fingertips.  
 
    “Get yourself ready while I do.”  
 
    Luca nodded and immediately began opening himself up, beginning with one finger, quickly adding a second and then a third as Kane watched. Luca watched him tear open the condom and roll it onto his big hard dick, caressing the head as he gloved up. He picked up the lube and drizzled more of the stuff over his cock and Luca met his gaze as he began to stroke up and down the length of it. He looked so fucking hot. Kane crawled between his spread knees, positioning himself where he could cover him when he began to fuck him. As soon as Luca pulled the last finger out of his ass, Kane was ready, bending over him as he pressed the head of his cock against his lubed entrance. Once he lined up, Luca relaxed as much as he could. When Kane finally worked his way in, Luca could only gasp out tiny moans of appreciation. 
 
    “You’re so fucking tight, baby. You have no idea how you feel wrapped around my cock like this,” Kane said, grunting as he pushed in.  
 
    “Yesss,” Luca hissed as Kane slid in deeply. His cock rubbed over Luca’s prostate making him see stars. “Oh, God! Yes, Kane do that again. Just like that.” His pleas seemed to encourage Kane because he plunged in again and again, hitting exactly the right spot each time. Luca began a keening, wailing sound, unable to form words as Kane did his best to drive him out of his fucking mind. Within seconds he felt his orgasm approaching and he clung to Kane’s sweating back, riding him hard, legs clasped behind him, pressing his heels into his thrusting ass.  
 
    “Oh, God, baby!” Kane shouted. “Gonna come! Gonna come, Luca!”  
 
    “Yes!” Luca cried out as his own climax hit. He reached down and grabbed his cock, frantically stroking it between their bodies as Kane’s thrusts finally faltered and jerked. He felt Kane’s dick harden to hard steel inside his body as he slammed into him over and over. Luca shouted and splashed between their bodies, endlessly coming all over him. When Kane finally gasped out the last of his orgasm and collapsed over him, Luca held his shuddering body close, loving the heavy weight of his lover against him. For long minutes they stayed in that position until Kane finally moved, levering himself up off him as he grabbed the base of the condom and pulled out. He sat back on his heels and looked down at Luca, splayed out on his back with his belly running with puddles of his own spunk.  
 
    Kane grinned at him. “You have no idea how fucked out you look right now. Your hair is all over the place.” When Luca reached up to run a hand through it to tame it, Kane grabbed his wrist, stopping him. “Leave it alone. I like it.” He leaned down and kissed Luca’s mouth, taking his time to savor him. Luca wrapped both arms around his neck and slid his fingers up into Kane’s shorter hair. When Kane finally released his lips, they were both panting all over again. He rolled off Luca and then reached out a hand. “Come on. Let’s shower and then eat before the food is completely cold.”  
 
    Luca grinned. He’d completely forgotten about eating.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Kane woke the next morning in Luca’s bed. He rolled over and immediately noticed he wasn’t lying beside him. He examined how odd that felt and maybe for the first time, realized that falling asleep with Luca in his arms every night had become a nice habit. Waking up alone no longer felt normal. He was beginning to settle in with Luca. He couldn’t have imagined that he’d be waking up and falling asleep with a man in his arms. He tried not to imagine what his mother and sister would think about it. The very thought of coming out to them was freaking him out just a little more than it should. Maybe these feelings for Luca would pass and he wouldn’t have to face it, but in his heart, he knew Luca was becoming more and more important to him. He knew things were getting serious but the very idea of coming out to his family was terrifying. 
 
    He loved his mother and sister but they went to mass every day. The priest ate at their house and his mother considered him to be one of her best friends, far beyond that of a spiritual counselor. When Kane admitted to being an unrepentant gay man, his mother would no doubt say that admission also meant her son was going to hell. Thinking about it made him slightly sick to his stomach. He didn’t want to hurt her. She’d had enough pain in her life. That admission would kill her.  
 
    She nagged him about finding a woman to marry so that she could have grandchildren. The truth was, he’d always wanted a traditional family too. Those reasons more than anything else were why he’d tried so hard not to fall for Luca. No matter how many times he tried to tell himself that other people in his life would care about who he dated, his thoughts always strayed back to his mom and Glenna. They were the only people he truly dreaded telling. Every time he looked into Luca’s beautiful gray-blue eyes, he wanted to smile. Luca was kind and sweet and everything he wanted in life. He rubbed a hand over his face and put those thoughts aside for the time being. They threatened to send him into depressing territory every time he realized that without Luca, he’d be lost.  
 
    He sat up in bed and looked over at Luca’s alarm clock. It was nearly 7:30 a.m. He couldn’t believe he’d slept so late. Then again, they’d been up late last night, making love three times before finally falling asleep after showering together. As he swung his legs over the side of the bed, he realized that there was a thumping beat coming from behind the closed bedroom door. He went into the bathroom and used the commode before pulling out a toothbrush that he’d claimed as his after Luca gave it to him the first night he’d stayed over weeks and weeks ago. He brushed his teeth and then pulled on drawstring sleeping pants which he pulled from a gym bag he kept at Luca’s, padding out into the living room shirtless and ready for coffee.  
 
    Luca was standing at the stove wearing only a turquoise jockstrap, socks, and some kind of apron. His tight little ass was moving back and forth as he sang to himself, bopping his head in time to the awful music that blared out of the CD player. Kane came up behind Luca and shut the music off midsong. When Luca spun around with a spatula in his hand, Kane scooped him up and kissed away his protests, holding both tight little ass cheeks in his large hands. When he finally lifted his head, the smell of bacon hit his senses and he smiled down at Luca.  
 
    “Jesus, you know how to tempt me,” he growled, letting his gaze slide down Luca’s slender body half hidden by the apron. It was powder blue with very feminine ruffles and cursive writing that said “Kiss the Cook” across the chest. “What the hell are you wearing?”  
 
    “A gag gift that Corey gave me for my birthday one year. It comes in handy so I wear it all the time,” Luca said with a grin.  
 
    “How kitschy,” Kane said, tongue in cheek. 
 
    Luca frowned. “Hey, I’ll have you know, I wear kitschy pretty well.”  
 
    “You know that means tacky, right?” Kane asked, snagging a slice of bacon that was draining on a paper towel. He stuffed it into his mouth and chewed. 
 
    “Why did you turn off my music?” Luca asked, turning his back and removing the rest of the bacon from the pan with tongs. Kane watched him take two plates out of the cupboard and begin dishing up the fried eggs that he’d made to go with the bacon.  
 
    “Is that what you call that noise?” 
 
    Luca spun around with the two plates in his hands as Kane leaned back against the counter and watched him.  
 
    “That’s not noise. I’ll have you know that’s Kanye West,” Luca griped.  
 
    “Fantastic. Who else is on the playlist?” Kane asked.  
 
    “This morning? Um… J. Cole and Kendrick Lamar are up next,” Luca said.  
 
    “More rappers?” 
 
    “Yes. What?” Luca shoved the plates at Kane and then crossed his arms over his chest. “You don’t like rap?”  
 
    “No,” Kane said, laughing. He walked over to the table and set the plates down before sitting at what was becoming his regular seat. He began shaking Tabasco sauce onto his eggs. Luca sat across from him. “That’s not really my favorite genre.”  
 
    “What is your favorite genre of music, Kane?” Luca asked, taking a seat across from him and picking up a piece of white toast. He primly began spreading grape jelly onto it as Kane watched with fascination.  
 
    “My favorite genre? I don’t know. 80s rock bands I suppose,” he said, digging into his eggs.  
 
    “Like what? What bands do you like best?”  
 
    “I don’t know. A lot of bands, I suppose. Depeche Mode, Eurythmics, The Cure. You know, 80s bands.” 
 
    Luca grinned. “Sweet dreams are made of these. Who am I to disagree?” he began to sing, bopping his head side to side. “I travel the world and the seven seas. Everybody’s looking for somethin’… you’re way too gangster for me, Kane.”  
 
    Kane grinned. “Annie Lennox. Now that was music.” 
 
    “Wow, just sitting this close to you has my cool factor dropping,” Luca said, still smiling as he bit into his toast. 
 
    Kane barked a laugh when Luca’s phone suddenly began buzzing on the kitchen counter. He watched Luca get up from the table and turn to go get it; he couldn’t stop staring at his plump pink ass cheeks. The way they were framed by the straps beneath the high globes was hot as hell. When Luca answered the phone, he turned back around, still wearing the ridiculous flouncy blue apron. He walked back to the table and spoke into the phone.  
 
    “Hey, Cliff,” Luca said, reading the caller ID and then putting the phone on speaker before laying it beside his plate, retaking his seat. He glanced up at Kane and winked as he picked up a slice of bacon.  
 
    “Hey, Luca. Are you going to Ken’s grandmother’s funeral?”  
 
    “Oh, when is it?” Luca asked, frowning down at the phone as he chewed his bacon.  
 
    “This afternoon.”  
 
    “Shit. I have to work in a couple hours. Tonight is my closing shift. I wonder why he didn’t tell me,” Luca grumbled.  
 
    “He sent out a mass email. Did you check yours?”  
 
    Kane watched Luca pick up the phone and punch some keys. When he got to his email he scrolled. “Damn it. I see it now. He sent it yesterday morning.” Luca glanced across the table at him. “There’s no way I can go on this short notice. I should have checked before now.” He set the phone back on the table. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll tell him you can’t make it.”  
 
    “Thanks, Cliff. I’ll call him later too.”  
 
    “Okay, honey. So, Luca. Corey says you’re back together with that asshole cop. Is that true?”  
 
    Kane watched Luca’s face go pale and his eyes go wide as he stared at him. He reached for his phone, so flustered that he managed to toss it onto the kitchen floor before he could get a good grasp on it to take it off speaker. Kane chuckled as Luca ducked his head, disappearing on the other side of the table as he reached for the phone while Cliff kept talking. He bent to look under the table to watch the show. 
 
    “Corey says he has a really hot bike and a gorgeous face and his body rocks, but really Luca, if he’s an empty sack of shit, who wants him?” Luca dove out of his chair and scrambled across the kitchen floor, batting at the phone which just seemed to spin farther away every time he tried to grab it as his loudmouthed friend continued to talk about Kane. Kane watched in amusement.  
 
    “Cliff!” 
 
    “And you, Luca! You can have anyone in the whole world. Why would you settle for someone who doesn’t give a shit about you and who won’t even acknowledge that he’s gay for Christ’s sake?”  
 
    “Cliff!” Luca roared at the phone which was still spinning all over the kitchen floor as Luca chased it. “Cliff! Stop talking!”  
 
    “What? Tell the truth, Luca. Face facts! I don’t care how hung he is or how hot he is in the sack as he’s pounding you into the mattress…”  
 
    “Cliff! Shut up!” Luca screamed.  
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Cliff finally seemed to get the message because there was a sudden pause in his rambling insults. “Oh… he’s not listening is he?” the whiny voice asked as Luca finally leapt on the phone, flattening himself out over it as he punched at buttons to take it off speaker.  
 
    “Not anymore, Clifford,” Luca said as he put the phone to his ear. He sat cross-legged on the floor of his kitchen staring miserably at Kane who was doubled over with laughter by now. “Cliff, let me call you back later. Thanks for telling me about Ken’s grandma’s service.” He paused and listened. “It’s fine. He just thinks you’re an asshole like Corey. Wait till you meet him.” He looked up at Kane and sent him a dazzling smile. “He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever met, inside and out.”  
 
    Kane felt his heart do a flip-flop. The man just knocked him on his ass sometimes. Luca hung up the phone and picked his butt up off the kitchen floor, coming back to the table. As he dug into his eggs and toast, Kane watched him closely. He was so beautiful and every moment he was there with him, he felt himself becoming more and more attached. He didn’t have to hear Luca tell his friend what he thought of Kane to know he felt that way. Every time he looked at him with that expression of devotion on his face, he knew Luca cared about him. He wanted to kick himself for thinking that he could throw that kind of love away just like he’d done weeks ago.  
 
    Love? 
 
    Kane was suddenly so rocked by his unspoken thoughts, he almost choked on his coffee. He looked up sharply as his eyes watered and he grabbed a napkin. He covered his mouth, coughing until he could breathe again and when he could, Luca was staring at him with that puppy dog look that he got sometimes, head canted to the side as if saying, “what’s wrong?” 
 
    “You okay?” Luca asked.  
 
    “I’m fine. The coffee just went down the wrong pipe,” Kane rasped, clearing his throat a couple times before picking his coffee back up.  
 
    “Good, because I wanted to ask you something,” Luca said.  
 
    “Okay, shoot,” Kane said, returning to his breakfast.  
 
    “We ended up in bed so quickly last night that I never had a moment to ask you about Freddy. You said you might find out something about his background or his real name today. Did you?” Luca looked down and scooped up a forkful of eggs before glancing back up expectantly. 
 
    Kane sighed, knowing he had to share what he knew. If the truth be told, he really wanted to talk to Luca about things but sharing details of a case with anyone he was intimate with still made him pause. Though he felt surprisingly domestic sitting down to breakfast in Luca’s home, Kane also knew Luca was very bright and most of all, he was intuitive. He thought back to the time he’d talked a robber out of shooting him by telling him to take a Rolex watch because it would look nice with his complexion. The man was simply amazing.  
 
    “We did find out a few things,” Kane admitted. “The US Marshals sent his file over to us and Kelly and I went through it. It turns out that your friend Freddy Lombardi was once a normal, seemingly well-adjusted kid living in Texas with his mother, father, and sister. However, his father developed a drug addiction and at some point, he was gunned down by a drug dealer with cartel ties.” He stopped when Luca’s eyes widened and he set down his fork. 
 
    “Is that why Freddy went into WITSEC?” Luca asked.  
 
    “Well, Freddy was only sixteen at the time and he witnessed the crime. Somehow, he escaped being killed. The file didn’t go into a lot of detail about how that happened but we did find out that he testified in court against his father’s killer. Apparently, there was enough of a threat on his life because of the cartel ties that the police put him and his family in protective custody before and during the trial.”  
 
    “Christ, Kane. Just like you,” Luca said with amazement.  
 
    Kane stopped and stared at him then huffed out a small “Huh, I never even thought about the parallels to my life, but you’re right.” He shook his head and looked down at his plate. Luca truly was insightful, even about the small things.  
 
    “Anyway…,” Luca said, waving his hand. 
 
    Kane looked back up at him.  
 
    “I interrupted you. What else did you find out?” Luca asked. 
 
    “Not a whole lot actually. I learned that he, his mother, and his sister were relocated by WITSEC after the trial ended. Their names were changed and Freddy ended up in LA.”  
 
    “What was Freddy’s real name?” Luca asked.  
 
    Kane had to think about it for a few seconds before answering. “Uh… Gabriel Mason, I think.” Luca’s reaction surprised him because he gasped and put his hand over his mouth, eyes going comically wide.  
 
    “What?” Kane was alarmed. He sat forward. “Does that name mean something to you?” Luca’s eyes began to water and Kane instantly stood, coming around the table to where Luca sat. When he just looked up at him with tears in his eyes, Kane felt his heart begin to race. He squatted in front of Luca, reaching out a hand to touch his cheek. Luca immediately grasped his wrist and leaned into his hand, closing his eyes. Two tears slowly tracked down his cheeks and Kane brushed them away with his fingers.  
 
    “What is it, baby? Tell me,” he said softly.  
 
    Luca opened his eyes and stared at him. He took a deep breath. “When I first met Freddy he told me he’d once had a roommate whom he loved but then at some point the roommate moved away. He told me that he missed him terribly but I always wondered why he looked so sad whenever he talked about that roommate. I just figured they’d been together and maybe had a bad breakup, you know?” 
 
    Kane nodded.  
 
    “Anyway, one night when Freddy got really drunk at a club, I had to ride the bus home with him to make sure he was safe. On the way home, he leaned his head on my shoulder and told me he wished his roommate would come back. He missed him.”  
 
    “Yeah but I don’t…” Kane began.  
 
    “Kane, when I asked him why he talked about the roommate so much, Freddy told me his name was Gabriel Mason,” Luca said, gazing tearfully into Kane’s eyes. “You get it? He was mourning the loss of his childhood… not a roommate.” He reached out and framed Kane’s face with both hands, staring into his eyes. “That must have been how you felt when your dad was killed. You were even younger than Freddy when your childhood was stolen from you.” His voice broke on the last words. 
 
    “Oh, baby.” Kane reached for Luca and wrapped his arms around him, pulling him to a standing position where he could engulf him in a hug. “You have such a kind soft heart,” he whispered into his fine hair. “Did I ever tell you that?” Luca shook his head. “More than anything else, I love that about you… sweetheart.” Kane’s big hands traced a slow path up and down Luca’s back in an attempt to calm all that sadness and pain he’d heard in his words. The empathy the man felt was astounding. 
 
    “Thank you, Kane,” Luca mumbled against his chest.  
 
    Kane had no idea how long they stood in his dining room, wrapped in an embrace. It didn’t matter. It was the only place Kane ever wanted to be.  
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    Kane’s phone rang just as he was walking into the Brentwood station later that morning. He was surprised when Cassidy Ryan’s number came up. He swiped the phone.  
 
    “Delancey.”  
 
    “Glad I caught you, Delancey,” Cassidy said. “Where are you?”  
 
    “Just walking into work.”  
 
    “Oh, good, you’re here.”  
 
    Kane looked up when the phone disconnected to find Cassidy and Mike standing at his desk. Kelly was there too. He smiled at them.   
 
    “What’s up?” he asked, walking over.  
 
    “We caught a weird one last night and after talking to the guy briefly, we both wanted to talk to you and Kelly before we sat down for the formal interview,” Mike said.  
 
    “You said interview, not interrogation,” Kane said. “Is he under arrest?”  
 
    “No,” Cassidy said. “It looks like he’s a victim.” 
 
    “Okay, what’s up with the guy?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Let’s go to the observation room,” Cassidy said. “We sat him down in interrogation but before we start interviewing him in earnest, we wanted you to see him. We’ll tell you what we know in there.”  
 
    “Okay,” Kane said, glancing at Kelly who nodded, looking serious. They all walked back to the interrogation rooms, stopping at one of the doors and walking inside. Behind the glass, Kane could see a very young man. There was a boyhood vulnerability in his features which couldn’t be disguised. If dressed correctly though, he could pass for college age. He had long, straight, unnaturally bleached hair with dark roots, fine bones, and elfin features. As he looked up at the glass, Kane could make out bruises under the pale skin of his face. There were older fading bruises but there were new ones as well. He looked similar to every battered woman Kane had ever interviewed. 
 
    At the man’s hairline, there was a recent cut which was about an inch and a half long. He held a bloody paper towel and occasionally dabbed at the cut, which would probably have to be stitched. The man was very thin and gaunt, but he had an almost ethereal beauty. Clearly, he had been abused in the recent past, but why anyone would want to leave bruises on that angelic face, Kane had no idea. His large brown doe eyes stared at the glass in an unfocused way. It was evident that he was high on something.  
 
    “We got a call from dispatch at about four o’clock this morning. We were on call and sitting at Dupar’s, our favorite all-night diner eating a very early breakfast,” Mike said. “A patrol unit spotted this guy standing on a street corner in WeHo. He seemed to be high and was bleeding from that cut on his head like a stuck pig.” 
 
    “The unis stopped to ask if someone had assaulted him. The officer we talked to told us he was weaving and unsteady on his feet. In order to talk to him, they guided him off the corner and had him sit on the ground with his back against a wall so he wouldn’t fall over. They called in his ID and everything seemed to check out. He had no wants or warrants but he did have a solicitation arrest in his past. After they started talking to him, he told this weird story,” Cassidy said. “They said that he claimed someone was going to murder him and when the uni called in, the watch commander told them to call us. When we heard what they had to say, we got interested. We asked patrol to bring him in.”  
 
    “What was so interesting?” Kane asked.  
 
    “He told us that the man who wants to murder him is his pimp,” Cassidy said, pinning Kane with a hard gaze.  
 
    “Who’s the pimp?” Kane asked, confused by the look Ryan was giving him. 
 
    “Slade Ruiz?” Kelly asked.  
 
    Of course, … I should have realized. 
 
    “Oh, got it,” Kane said lamely.  
 
    “Yeah, exactly,” Mike said. “That’s when we decided to let him sober up a little and bring both of you in to watch while we question him.”  
 
    “Thanks for that,” Kane said. “Now, I’m interested to hear this.” Anything having to do with Slade Ruiz threatening to murder one of his boys was of great interest to all of them.  
 
    Cassidy and Mike left the observation room and walked into interrogation. Mike had a cup of coffee in his hand which he held out to the kid as Kane reached out and turned up the volume on the speaker so he and Kelly could hear everything.  
 
    “Thanks for the coffee,” the kid said as the two detectives sat down with their backs to the glass.  
 
    “No problem. How are you feeling?” Cassidy asked gently.  
 
    The boy smiled weakly, holding up the bloody paper towel. “Fine except for this.”  
 
    “We just wanted to ask you a couple questions and then we’ll get you a doctor,” Mike said. “Would that be okay or do you want to see a doctor first?” 
 
    The kid smiled at Mike and Kane was amazed how pretty he looked, even battered the way he was. With his long, straight hair that fell past his shoulders and his slight frame, he could have been mistaken for a woman if you didn’t look too closely. There was a definite shadow of dark stubble on his chin that was just starting to come in. 
 
    “I’m okay, cop. I’ve had a lot worse than this.” The emotional pain in his eyes was evident. “But I guess you know what I do for a living.” He chuckled without mirth. “Comes with the territory, right?” 
 
    Cassidy shook his head. “It’s a shame that happens sometimes.” He looked down at the file that he’d put on the table. “Kendal.” Kane hadn’t even realized that they’d pulled his rap sheet. Cassidy looked back up. “Sorry, your name is Kendal Mercer, right?” 
 
    “Right,” the kid said, smiling flirtatiously. “But you can call me Kenny or K or whatever you like, detective,” he purred, batting his eyes at Cassidy. “You’re gorgeous. Do you know that?” 
 
    “Okay, Kendal,” Mike said, interrupting. The kid glanced over at Mike and lost his smile, sitting back in the metal chair. “Why don’t you tell us what you told the officers early this morning?”  
 
    The man reached out a hand and began to draw random circles on the table with his index finger as he stared at it hypnotically. Mike gently cleared his throat and the man stopped drawing and looked up.  
 
    “Okay, so… I have this pimp, you know? His name is Slade and I’ve been working for him for about three months.”  
 
    “You told the officers that his name is Slade Ruiz. Is that correct?” Cassidy asked.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Kendal said, looking down as he started to draw patterns on the table again. “So anyway, I’ve been workin’ for him for like three months and before… when I moved out here from Kansas, I was clean, you know?” 
 
    “You didn’t use drugs until you moved to LA?” Mike asked. “Is that what you mean? You didn’t use drugs in Kansas?” 
 
    Kendal shook his head and laughed softly. “No way, man. My town was so square. That’s why I got out of there and headed for LA on the first train I could find.” He smiled but the smile was sad. “I hit LA and thought, man I’m gonna make it big. In high school back in Kansas, my drama teacher told me I should be on stage. He told me I had a commanding presence.” Kendal made air quotes, pausing before continuing almost wistfully. “He said I could be a movie star.” He laughed bitterly. “A lot of empty words, you know?” He looked up with pleading eyes as the two detectives nodded.  
 
    “Go on. You were telling us about Slade,” Cassidy said.  
 
    Kendal nodded. “Yeah, so anyway, when I got here, I met a couple guys at the bus station. I didn’t have a whole lot of money except what I’d saved back home. My parents hated me because I was gay and so when I hit the road, there wasn’t a lot of money except for food and stuff. The guys I met told me I could crash with them and they were really nice you know?”  
 
    “They were the ones who introduced you to Slade?” Mike asked.  
 
    Kendal nodded. “Yeah. They told me I could make a lot of money with a face like mine. I didn’t know what they meant. I guess I wasn’t thinking right. It just felt good to hear the good stuff after my parents, you know?”  
 
    Kane balled his hands into fists. He wanted to strangle parents who couldn’t see the good in their own kids. He’d seen it time and time again working the detective beat in San Diego. Hearing stories like this was always heartbreaking.  
 
    “Anyway, when I met Slade and saw how gorgeous he was, I was kinda like star struck. We were at his apartment and he asked me if I wanted to party with him and the other guys. I was totally down for that. To me, partying meant beer and a little weed.” 
 
    “Did you use drugs that night?” Mike asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Kendal nodded. “Slade gave me drinks and then some weed. I’d smoked weed at school back home but I never had the kind of reaction I did with the stuff he gave me. I was like trippin’… pretty much hallucinating and stuff.”  
 
    Kane watched Cassidy and Mike exchange a glance.  
 
    “The marijuana was probably laced with PCP,” Cassidy said. “On the street they call it a sherm.”  
 
    “Or angel dust,” Mike added. “Some people say it makes them feel like they’re floating… detached.”  
 
    Kendal nodded emphatically, smiling widely. “Yeah, that’s it exactly. One minute I’m sitting on the couch smoking weed and the next minute I’m facedown on a bed getting fucked.” He looked up sharply, noting the camera on the wall. “Shit. I said that on camera, I bet.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Cassidy instantly reassured him. “Tell us, Kendal, were you being raped or assaulted or do you think it was consensual sex that you were having?” 
 
    Kendal smiled. “It felt really good, man. Even if I started out resisting, Slade knew what he was doing. It was the hottest sex I’d ever had. When he was done, he cleaned me off and then I realized he hadn’t gloved up.”  
 
    “He had bareback sex with you?” Cassidy asked. 
 
    Kane could hear the tightly-banked anger in the detective’s voice. Kane was pissed off by what Ruiz had done to Kendal when he’d been so out of it, he couldn’t refuse. Regardless of how Kendal described the sex act, he’d been coerced into it by being given angel dust. He might just as well have been roofied. The drugs had the same effect on the young man.  
 
    “Yeah,” Kendal said, shrugging. “I’d never barebacked but Slade kept telling me how clean I was… how beautiful I was.” He paused and stopped making circles on the table. “I guess I was really stupid to believe anything he said. But then when it was time to sleep, and the drugs had worn off, he didn’t kick me out of bed. He held me close. All I could think was, man, I hit the lottery or something. This guy is hot and he wants me.” 
 
    “Sociopaths like Slade Ruiz have no conscience but they can manipulate trusting people like you, Kendal. You shouldn’t feel stupid about what you believed at the time,” Mike said. 
 
    “But then it turned into something worse?” Cassidy asked, moving the interview along.  
 
    Kendal sighed and returned to making patterns on the table with his finger. “After a week of that, he told me that I was so beautiful, he wanted to introduce me to a friend of his. I was like, sure, that sounds great. So we went to a party at someone’s house. It was this really rich house and there were three older guys there. They were all interested to meet me. I guess they gave me something because I passed out and when I woke up, I was in bed.”  
 
    “Did they have sex with you?” Mike asked quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, they all did. After that, Slade had me go to parties almost every night. I was so stupid I didn’t even realize he was charging guys for my ass for a month.” He laughed again and sat back. “It wasn’t so bad, I guess. I was getting weed regularly and then other drugs… poppers before parties. Stuff like that.” 
 
    “What scared you tonight, Kendal?” Cassidy asked.  
 
    Kendal sighed deeply and started drawing circles again. “After that first couple months, Slade started telling me he wanted me to model ‘cause I was too thin to have dates anymore.” Kendal looked up with those huge brown doe eyes and Kane recognized the pain in them. “He told me we’d make a movie to show some agents and then my modeling career would take off. I was really, really happy. This was my chance to get into modeling and then movies just like I dreamed of back home.” 
 
    “But the movie didn’t turn out to be an audition, right?” Mike asked.  
 
    “No, man,” Kendal said, laughing bitterly. “It was straight up gay porn but it was the really hard stuff. You guys would call it deviant, probably. BDSM and other stuff. I got beaten everywhere but my face. Slade said they couldn’t touch my face.”  
 
    Kane watched Cassidy’s leg begin to bounce under the interrogation table as he drummed his fingers on the table top. He’d never seen Cassidy get agitated before so it seemed especially weird.  
 
    “He let guys beat you?” Cassidy asked.  
 
    “Yeah, well, they call it flogging or whatever but then when I was too stoned to keep my eyes open, they’d use their fists. One morning I woke up and I was bruised all over, even my face that time. That was about a week ago. I had two black eyes and a cut lip.” He gestured to his eyes. “When I was cleaning up, I overheard voices outside the strange bedroom where they’d filmed me. That’s when I heard Slade tell someone that I was finished. He told them if they wanted me for a snuff film, he’d sell me for a thousand bucks.” Kendal looked up at them. “You guys know what a snuff film is?”  
 
    Cassidy and Mike both nodded. “They were going to kill you and film it.”  
 
    “Right. I knew that from movies and TV and stuff. After that, I started trying to figure out how to get away from Slade before he could make that happen,” Kendal said. “Last night, I saw an opportunity when Slade took me to a party where I knew the guys always got really rough. I didn’t smoke weed but I acted like I did. One of them punched me really hard though. I passed out. When I came to, I couldn’t remember where I was or who I was with but I was bleeding like hell. When I recognized all the guys on the bed with me, it all came back. All the guys who’d fucked me were passed out, so I left. I got out of the apartment where I was and started walking. I don’t remember much until you cops came and talked to me.”  
 
    “So, Slade was at that party, Kendal?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Like I said, he brought me there but after a while, I didn’t see him. He wasn’t there when I woke up. That was for sure. I checked. If he’d been there, I would have been too scared to leave.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cassidy said. “I’m glad you got away when you could, Kendal,” Cassidy sounded very compassionate. “If we arrest Slade, will you tell a court what he did to you and what you heard?”  
 
    “If you guys can protect me, yeah, I’ll tell a judge or whoever you want me to. That guy is crazy and he has to be stopped before he does this to another kid. I should have gone to the clinic after Slade started getting guys to fuck me bareback but I was too afraid of what the doctor would say. What if I caught the bug?”  
 
    Cassidy reached across the table and covered the hand Kendal had been drawing with. Kendal looked up at him. He had tears in his eyes.  
 
    “There’s a whole lot of help out there for people with HIV. If you have it, I’ll personally see to it that you see the best doctors.” He paused as Kendal nodded. “Do you believe me, Kendal?” 
 
    “S-sure, Detective Ryan. I-I guess. No one has been nice to me in a while so it’s hard to believe.” All of Kendal’s teasing flirtation had gone away and all Kane could see was a vulnerable kid who’d been preyed upon by a monster.  
 
    “Thank you, Kendal,” Mike said, standing and reaching for Kendal’s empty coffee cup. “We’re gonna get you some more coffee and then get you to a doctor, okay kid?” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem. As long as I don’t have to go back there to Slade.” He smiled weakly. “Thanks,” he said to Mike then Cassidy. 
 
    Kane caught the reflection of a smile in the glass as Cassidy shook Kendal’s hand. Both men left the interrogation room and walked into the observation room.  
 
    “What a story,” Mike said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it exactly matches the stories we heard about Slade Ruiz in San Diego when I was a detective there,” Kane said.  
 
    Cassidy nodded, looking thoughtful. “Yeah, I read the case file that you sent me. We need to pick up Ruiz and end his career. I’d be willing to bet when we search his place, we’ll find evidence leading to his snuff film career and then we’ll have him on accessory to murder as well as assault and battery.”  
 
    “We’re going to follow this to the end,” Mike said. “This is a whole new thing now that we have an eyewitness willing to testify.”  
 
    “I agree but I think we should sit down and discuss this with the FBI and ATF before arresting him,” Kane said. “They’re trying to build an arson and bombing case on Ruiz and Carlow. We don’t want to arrest Ruiz too soon and fuck up that investigation. It could send Carlow even deeper underground. We can put Kendal in a safehouse with a protective detail now that he’s agreed to testify against Ruiz while we build our case.” 
 
    “I think that’s a good strategy,” Cassidy said, reaching out a hand for Kane to shake. 
 
    “Thanks so much for bringing us both in on this,” Kane said, shaking their hands. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, guys,” Kelly said, also shaking the detective’s hands. She glanced at Kane. “This might be the break we need.”  
 
    Kane nodded. “At least in this half of the partnership between Ruiz and Carlow, we have enough to bring Ruiz down. Next, we go after Carlow even harder. When all of this shakes out, maybe we can put away a Boston syndicate heavy right along with a dangerous, murdering, pimp.” 
 
    Kelly patted him on the back. “We can only hope so, partner.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    After Kane left the house to go to work, Luca cleaned up the breakfast dishes and changed into a pair of comfortable stretchy yellow jeans with a loose-fitting Kelly-green T-shirt. He pulled his turquoise Converse high tops over his bare feet and grabbed his wallet and keys, locking up the apartment right at eleven. He had just enough time for his final driving lesson with his friend Thelma before work. She pulled up to the curb in front of his building right on time, driving her creaky old early-80s yellow Yugo. Even though Kane had poked fun at the car, Luca loved it. Of course, that could have something to do with the fact that his elderly friend Thelma owned the car and the driving school. When Thelma stepped out of the car, she shot Luca a broad grin. Her perfect dentures clicked as he scooped her up in a hug, being gentle with her old bones.  
 
    “Luca, sweetie. How ya’ doin’?” she gasped as he set her back on the ground. 
 
    “I’m so excited, Thelma! It’s my final lesson!” he said, clapping his hands. He went to the passenger side of the old heap and opened a squeaky door for her, waiting until she’d settled in the seat before running around to the driver’s side and getting in. Once they were both in their seatbelts, Thelma started ticking off the things they hadn’t covered.  
 
    “We need to do parallel parking, Luca. For one thing, you will be tested at the DMV on parallel parking. For another, in this neighborhood where there’s very little garage parking, the streets are always full so you have to know how to do it, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Sure,” Luca said, “it’s a little scary though. I’m so afraid I’ll hit another car.”  
 
    Thelma laughed, making her dentures click as she patted his hand. “That’s okay. You’ll do fine. We’ll look for a wider space but eventually, you’ll have to be able to park in a tight spot.”  
 
    Luca grinned, thinking about the jokes Kane would make up about tight spots. The truth was, Kane wasn’t shy about the things he said when it was just the two of them. Since they’d only been seen together in public a few times, it was hard to say how he’d react to things if someone made a joke. Would he be offended? Would he deny being with a guy? Would he deny being with Luca? It was a hard thing for Luca to predict but he swore he’d find out before long. He needed to know if Kane could throw him away again. He wouldn’t be made a fool the next time around. 
 
    “Okay, Thelma, let’s get the show on the road,” he said, pushing down the feelings of worry and returning his attention to Thelma. 
 
    “Okay, honey. Note that space up ahead of us on the other side of the street.” She pointed an arthritic finger across the street. “Pull out now, checking your blind spots over your shoulder, and make a three-point turn in the driveway on the other side of the street. Then, drive just past the car in front of the empty space.” 
 
    Luca did as was requested, looking over his left shoulder after starting the car. He hadn’t even seen the bicyclist which sped by the car in the rearview mirror, and was glad she’d reminded him to check his blind spots so the bicyclist didn’t end up as a splat against the side of the yellow car. He pulled out safely and made the three-point turn, coming back to the spot on the opposite side of the street.  
 
    “Now, as you put the car in reverse, ease off the clutch and turn your wheels into the curb.”  
 
    He did as was instructed but the clutch slipped and the car stalled. He started it again and after several tries, ended up half in and half out of the space with his back wheels touching the curb. He looked over at her.  
 
    “This is really hard.” 
 
    She chuckled and patted his knee. “It is, which is why you’re going to practice this over and over until you have to take the test. Do you have a car to use or do you need to use mine?” Thelma asked. Her eyes were twinkling wickedly and Luca knew there was something she wasn’t saying. “How about using your friend Kane’s car?”   
 
    Luca grinned at her. Thelma had met Kane weeks ago and she’d embarrassed them both by telling him what a nice couple they made in the midst of their breakup.   
 
    “I could use Kane’s car. We’re together now,” he grudgingly admitted. 
 
    Thelma’s teeth clicked as she grinned widely. “Well, that’s wonderful, sweetie. You deserve the best, Luca, and that man is crazy about you. I can see it so clearly. He’s over the moon about you.” 
 
    Luca snorted. “You can’t tell that from the short meeting you had with him.” 
 
    “Oh yes I can,” she said. “He was head over heels, Luca. Mark my words. The man never took his eyes off you. He’s fallen and he can’t get up.” She cackled and Luca laughed. 
 
    Suddenly a car honked loudly and Luca realized half her car was sticking out in traffic on the narrow residential street. He waved at the driver and motioned for him to drive around him. Once he’d done that, Luca pulled back out and then drove until he could find a place to stop where he didn’t have to parallel park. He glanced down at his watch and yelped.  
 
    “Oh, shit. I’m gonna be late for work.” He leaned across the seat and kissed Thelma on her wrinkled cheek which smelled of Windsong. Once he jumped out of the car and gave her a gentle hug, he jogged off down his street to the front of his building to change for work.  
 
    “I’ll send you your certificate,” Thelma called after him. “Congratulations, Luca!” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetie. Better yet, give it to me when I take you and your daughter to lunch next week.” He grinned as she nodded and got back into her car. He only had ten minutes to change and get to work as he jogged into his building.  
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    Sebastian was polishing a 14-karat gold bangle bracelet when Luca walked into the store ten minutes late. After greeting Dog and Rodney, he jogged toward the counter and sent Sebastian an apologetic smile while opening the low door to the fine jewelry kiosk equipped with a security latch. Once inside the low space, he greeted his favorite employee.  
 
    “Hi, Seb. Sorry I’m late. Where’s Marilyn? Wasn’t she supposed to open with you?” he asked, puzzled by her absence.  
 
    Sebastian looked over at him and Luca noticed how beautifully dapper the man looked. He was always put together very well, and Luca likened his style to a proper British businessman. His ivory and cocoa wingtips were highly polished and his double-breasted dark brown suit was of the finest worsted wool. A russet-colored tie with tiny cafe pinecones lay against a shirt of fine linen in a deep olive tone. He looked as though he was ready for a fall parade.  
 
    “I just sent her to lunch. It was Chris who called in sick this morning. I’m closing with you, dear boy. Don’t you check your messages?” 
 
    Luca dug his phone out of his pocket and frowned down at the screen. Sure enough, Marilyn had texted to say she’d opened alone because Chris called in for the fourth time that month. She’d told him not to worry since she’d only be alone at the counter for two hours and that she had Dog and Rodney, their two security guards, for company. Luca felt an immediate rush of anger. He knew Chris had a lot of commitments with school since he was taking several college science classes this semester which required additional lab hours as well. Tracy had quit several weeks after the robberies, and he hadn’t replaced her which was completely his own failing. That didn’t excuse the fact that he’d ignored Chris’s frequent call-ins. He was short-handed and needed to hire more help.  
 
    In a jewelry store, hiring new people took extra effort. He was required to run background checks on anyone he hired and have them pass a three-hour exam designed to detect dishonesty. It was harder than one would think to find qualified help who needed to be trusted to handle diamonds, gold, and very expensive watches. Luca’s shrinkage numbers had vastly improved since he was made manager but the store experienced loss now and then. He trusted his people but one could never be 100 percent certain of everyone. Luca was especially careful since he’d had to fire one young man who was always on the schedule when things turned up missing… and he hated firing people.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Seb. I totally missed the alert,” he said, wiggling his phone.  
 
    Sebastian lifted an eyebrow. “Hot date?” he asked, bending to put the bracelet back into the case and lock the door. When he straightened, he was smiling slyly. Luca couldn’t help but smile back.  
 
    “In fact, I did have a hot date but that’s not the hot date I want to talk about.” He bent and put both elbows on the counter, looking over at Sebastian as he wiggled both brows. “How was it going out with Stephen? Hmm?”  
 
    Sebastian lifted his chin and sniffed daintily. “A gentleman never tells.” He turned his back as Luca chuckled.  
 
    Luca went over to the door to the large jewelry area and opened it again, calling back over his shoulder. “I’m going to get settled in my office. Give me three minutes.” 
 
    “Hurry and I might share some fun details.” Sebastian’s reply was nearly lost as Luca laughed.  
 
    He hastily took off his jacket, checked his tie in the mirror, then grinned to make sure nothing was stuck in his teeth. After proclaiming himself fit, he checked email, writing down the name and request for a particular ring from one of his regular customers. He already knew the piece she wanted and he knew they didn’t have it in stock so he picked up the phone and placed a special order with their diamond buyer. After listening to her bloviate about her husband’s boating skills for nearly five minutes, Luca begged off the call. Listening to her, one would think the man a yachtsman rather than the operator of a ten-foot craft with an outboard motor that putted across Lake Castaic.  
 
    Luca logged out of email and walked back out to the front. There were two customers and he immediately approached the one waiting with a wide grin, just happy that he was back in his element. He adored his job and the people he worked with. Sebastian left his customer standing at the counter and walked toward Luca with a pricy Tag Heuer ladies watch in his hand. Sebastian gave him a thumbs up as he proceeded to step behind the wrap desk to ring up her purchase. It was another two hours before the two of them had finished with the afternoon rush of customers. Since Marilyn was back from lunch, Luca walked over to Sebastian and pressed for details of his date with Stephen. He really was interested to know how it had gone.  
 
    “So, now that we have a minute, I’m dying to know what really happened. Spill the beans, Sebastian.”  
 
    “He was a perfect gentleman,” Sebastian replied.  
 
    Luca stuck out a lower lip. “How disappointing,” he snorted. 
 
    Sebastian smiled slyly. “You don’t really want me to give you blow by blow details, do you?” He lifted an eyebrow as Luca waggled both of his. “Huh, of course you do.”  
 
    “Well, get on with it.”  
 
    “Fine,” he said, waving a hand as if in dismissal. “But you’ll have to stop being you right now. Can you do that?”  
 
    Luca chuckled.  
 
    “Fine, then,” Sebastian said. “He picked me up in a rather lovely burgundy Rolls Royce limousine…”  
 
    “Jeez, how many of them does the man have?”  
 
    Sebastian raised his perfect salt-and-pepper brow again.  
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” Luca said. “Lips are sealed.” He lifted two fingers, pressing them together and drawing them across his mouth like closing a zipper.  
 
    “In any case, his driver, Michael, took us to a lovely restaurant in the penthouse of the Bonaventure hotel.”  
 
    “Wow, that place is nice,” Luca said.  
 
    “Well, the restaurant is divine but I’ve no doubt the elevator needs retrofitting.”  
 
    Luca’s eyes widened. “Why?”  
 
    “Oh dear, we were halfway up when the lights went out and it suddenly came to a lurching stop. I almost peed myself. Not something I wanted to do on a first date.”  
 
    “Holy crap. I should say so. I’ve no doubt you were dressed in your best Tom Ford,” Luca replied with great amusement. “It must have been terrifying to be stuck in an elevator!” 
 
    “It wasn’t being stuck that was so unpleasant. It was the dark.”  
 
    Luca pouted. “Oh, are you afraid of the dark?”  
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “Why? You had a beautiful man with you. Why were you afraid?” Luca snickered.  
 
    “It wasn’t the beautiful man… it was the inherent absence of light, dear boy,” he drawled wryly. “In any case, Stephen took it in stride and called for help. Within minutes, the elevator started again and we were at the penthouse.” He smiled and Luca grinned.  
 
    “What?” he asked.  
 
    Sebastian sighed. “Well, he did take my hand after we stopped and never let go until we arrived at our destination.” 
 
    Luca pursed his lips. “Aww, that’s so sweet,” he said, patting Sebastian on the back enthusiastically. “I’m so glad. Now, tell me the rest and don’t spare any of the horny details.”  
 
    Sebastian laughed. “If there had been… as you call them… horny details, you’re the last man on earth I’d share them with, darling. Anyway, we had a fantastic meal and then Stephen took me to some horridly tacky drag club.” He grinned widely. “It was all great fun and I don’t think I’ve laughed so much in my life.” He chuckled. “The performers had no idea how to apply makeup and I could’ve sworn one Dolly Parton headliner was about to fall forward onto her massive chest. I kept waiting for the show to begin and then I realized it was over.”  
 
    Luca laughed. He could just imagine the look on Sebastian’s face when Dolly had taken the stage to sing.  
 
    “Haven’t you been to a drag club before?” he asked.  
 
    Sebastian made a tsking noise. “Dear boy, there is life in these old bones, you know. Of course I’ve been to a drag show before. I just didn’t recognize any of these performers.”  
 
    “Who were they?” Luca asked.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. They all had single names though.” 
 
    “Single names?” Luca asked.  
 
    “Well, let me think,” Sebastian said. “Um there was a… Prince… a King of Rock and Roll… oh, and a Charo… who knows what royal family she comes from?”  
 
    Luca threw his head back and laughed. “But I see what you mean about single names. Tell me, was there a Pele, a Liberace, or a Sting among them? Maybe a Superman.”  
 
    Sebastian snorted. “Now, that would have been interesting. I just wasn’t aware that Pele sang. And Superman… my, my. Can you imagine your favorite hero in a party dress?” 
 
    A very dirty picture formed in Luca mind and something in his expression must have given him away when Sebastian smiled. 
 
    “What?” Luca asked. 
 
    “I know what your picturing,” Sebastian said, just as Luca knew he would. “You’re picturing that detective in a party dress.”  
 
    “Maybe, though I don’t know how a stubbled jaw would go with a pink feather boa,” Luca shot back as he scrunched his nose.  
 
    Sebastian laughed. “In any case, we fiddled away a few hours watching drag queens eat their young and then he took me home. It was a lovely evening, really.” He turned and tried to walk away but Luca reached out and grabbed his forearm. When he spun back around, Sebastian’s eyes were twinkling with mischief.  
 
    “Oh, no you don’t. I want to know if there was chemistry. Did you kiss?”  
 
    “Dear boy, a gentleman never kisses and tells… but, oh, my,” he sighed, closing his eyes. “The man’s lips are so soft… I do believe I’ll die happy now.” 
 
    Luca laughed and threw his arms around Sebastian, hugging him tightly as the man oomphed into his shoulder. “I’m so happy for you. You both deserve much happiness,” he whispered his ear.  
 
    “Oh, for fucks sake, Luca, it was one date,” he said, trying to wiggle out of Luca’s grasp. Luca could hear the mirth in his voice. He squeezed harder and felt Sebastian relax and pat his back. “Don’t have us reading the marriage banns just yet, Luca. Besides, I already know my schedule for the next three successive Sundays and it’s certainly been ages since I stepped into a parish church,” he drawled.  
 
    Luca finally let go of him and stepped back, laughing. It was only when he heard someone whistle that he remembered he was at work. When he turned to the rude sound annoyance bubbled through him.   
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    “Who is that, Luca?” Sebastian asked, “and did he just whistle at you?”  
 
    “It’s my soon to be former best friend, Corey. Excuse me, Sebastian,” Luca said, walking over to the counter where Corey stood looking anxious. 
 
    “Why aren’t you answering your phone or texts,” Luca?” Corey hissed.  
 
    Luca’s stomach turned at his frantic tone. It wasn’t like Corey to actually travel out of his way to come see him. He pulled his phone back out of his pocket then lifted his gaze to Corey, standing on the other side of the jewelry case. Lo and behold, when he’d checked for Chris’s message hours ago, he’d accidentally put the phone on silent. There were eleven missed calls and four voice mails, most of the calls and all of the voice mails from Corey. There were also two back to back missed calls from Kane. 
 
    “What’s going on? You called nine times?” 
 
    Corey reached out and grabbed his arm, yanking him close so he could speak to him over the watch case.  
 
    “You’d think after the fifth, I might get a call back,” he whispered loudly under his breath.”  
 
    “What the hell is it?” Luca asked, nerves pooling in his guts. Just as Corey was about to answer, the door to the store chimed and they both looked over to find Kane—looking red-faced and angry—striding into the store. He nodded at Dog and Rodney, walking right past them and up to the counter where Corey had to crane his neck to look up. He wore an unpleasant sneer but Luca ignored him and frowned at Kane.  
 
    “Do you answer your phone, ever?” Kane’s words were bitten off as they came out in clipped tones.  
 
    “I believe so. What the hell is going on around here? First Corey and now you. You two act like someone I know has died,” Luca said, frustrated.  
 
    “Someone has!” Corey said. 
 
    Luca’s gaze shot to Kane. “What?” 
 
    “It’s true, baby,” Kane said, looking sadly at him.  
 
    Luca felt his face go pale as he began to shake. “Who?” 
 
    Kane glanced around to find Sebastian standing nearby but paying close attention to their conversation. As soon as he realized he’d been spotted, he turned to Luca.  
 
    “Go into your office, Luca. I’m fine out here with Marilyn,” Sebastian said, looking very worried. 
 
    “Thanks, Sebastian,” Luca said shakily. He stepped off the jewelry sales floor and followed Kane who’d already begun walking back to his office. Corey hooked an elbow through his but Luca pulled free, not wanting to be touched or comforted. With horror, he realized Corey was trying to comfort him and that scared him more than anything he could possibly think of. After he closed the door to the office with the three of them inside, Luca turned to Kane, not wanting to hear bad news from Corey who’d no doubt start going into hysterics. Kane’s face looked grim.  
 
    “What’s happened. Who died?” Luca demanded, terrified to learn the truth. He’d just lost Freddy and now… someone else. To his horror, Kane reached out and took his hand, looking down into his eyes.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Luca. Your friend Thelma was killed when another car hit hers today.”  
 
    Luca instantly felt sick to his stomach as his eyes filled with tears. He gasped and lifted a hand, placing fingers over his mouth so he wouldn’t vomit. He looked from Kane to Corey who looked terribly grim as he thinned his lips. Luca recognized the truth of Kane’s words in Corey’s expression as he nodded.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, babe. I heard it directly from her daughter’s stylist, Juan,” Corey said. “I only happened to be in the salon by accident. He said she ran out of the salon in curlers when she got the call.”  
 
    Luca looked back at Kane, feeling the tears fall. “Someone made a mistake. I was just with her this morning,” feeling suddenly hopeful. “In fact, I told you that earlier, didn’t I? Didn’t I tell you that I had an appointment to see her and have my final driving lesson? It’s a mistake, Kane, I just know it.” He looked tearfully at Kane but his expression didn’t change. The sadness in his eyes was devastating. He slowly shook his head. 
 
    “Kelly and I were in her car this afternoon when the call came in over the radio. When I heard it was a yellow Yugo and two people had been killed, I nearly died of fright. I went out to the scene myself, Luca. It was no mistake, love.”  
 
    Luca shook his head and stared at Kane. “It’s wrong… just wrong. It can’t be I just saw her this morning,” he repeated.  
 
    Kane squeezed his hand gently. “No, sweetheart. She was out in the Yugo with another student driver who was also killed. The man looked so much like you, I almost had a heart attack, Luca.”  
 
    Luca felt tears running down his face. His nose was clogging with snot and when Corey prodded him, he glanced down and saw that he had a Kleenex in his hand. He took it from his best friend and blew his nose.  
 
    “They were hit broadside, Luca. I’m so damned sorry.” Though the words were clearly spoken, Luca felt as though Kane was struggling to say them gently, more gently than he’d ever heard him be. That was a silly thought though. Of course Kane was probably used to delivering horrible news like this. When he opened his arms, Luca stepped into them and he began to sob against Kane’s big broad chest.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Kane held Luca’s hand as he drove the Charger toward the hospital where Thelma’s body lay until the mortuary would come to pick her up. The last thing he wanted to do was to take him down and have him see Thelma’s body and he’d at first objected. When Luca had threatened to go alone, Kane had relented. He didn’t want Luca to face this alone. He’d seen the way he’d reacted to Freddy’s death and he knew this loss would only compound his grief. Kane couldn’t imagine how Luca felt right then; he only knew his own reaction the moment the radio call had come in.  
 
    Kane and Kelly had been in her car on the way back to the police station after having lunch, but when a call requested officers to respond to a hit and run motor vehicle accident in West Hollywood involving a Yugo, Kane’s whole body was instantly bathed in dread. They’d raced out to the scene and Kane had jumped out of the car when he saw a young man sitting in the driver’s seat. Thankfully, as he got close, he’d realized the man had lighter curlier hair and that he wasn’t Luca. If it had been Luca’s soft dark spiky hair stained with blood as this man’s were, Kane would have probably curled up and died. In that moment, standing over the man’s poor body, Kane had realized something… he was in love with Luca Price and no one mattered more to him than the sweet, gentle man who’d been in his arms only hours before.  
 
    Now, seeing Luca’s face so devastated the way it was, made Kane sick. The bastard who hit Thelma’s car was going to pay for the pain in Luca’s eyes. As he pulled into the hospital parking lot and parked the car, he looked over at him. Luca was slumped in the seat, his head lolling against the passenger window. At first Kane thought he’d fallen asleep but as he stirred and glanced over at Kane, he recognized determination. He knew Luca wouldn’t fall to pieces in front of Thelma’s daughter who was also elderly, but he would probably lose it when they were alone. Luca had come to trust him over time and Kane had no real idea why. All he did know was that his feelings for Luca were much the same even though he wasn’t deserving of them.  
 
    “Are you sure, baby?” Kane ventured.  
 
    Luca nodded. “I know it sounds stupid, but I have to know for myself.” Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “Is she… does she… will I recognize her, Kane?” 
 
    Kane’s heart did a little flip-flop in his chest as he recalled the sight that had greeted him and Kelly at the scene of the accident. He nodded slowly, praying the hospital staff had wiped away the blood before letting Thelma’s daughter see her.  
 
    “Yes. She’s bruised but you’ll be able to recognize her.” He paused. “Are you absolutely sure?”  
 
    Luca looked uncertain for a moment. “Let’s go see Madeline. If she tells me I can’t see her then I won’t.”  
 
    Kane nodded, offering him a tiny smile as he reached out and cupped his cheek. Luca’s eyes slid shut as he leaned into the palm of Kane’s hand and he felt his heart melt. This sweet man was suffering and all Kane wanted to do was to wrap him up in his arms and take him home where he could keep him safe from all the hurt in the world.  
 
    “Come on, then.” Kane dropped his hand as Luca opened his eyes. He turned away and unlocked his door as Luca did the same. They walked into the hospital hand in hand and stopped at the reception desk. When they gave Thelma’s name and the volunteer looked her up in the system, her bright smile slipped away to be replaced with one of sympathy. She wrote out their sticky visitor badges and then pointed them to the elevators, telling them to take them down to the basement where the morgue was located. Kane never let go of Luca’s hand, wrapping his arm around him and pulling him against his body as they stepped out of the elevator. The moment they stepped into the hallway, an elderly woman spotted them and stood up.  
 
    Luca flew to her and swept her into a gentle hug as the lady broke into tears. Kane stood awkwardly as the two embraced for long minutes. When Luca finally pulled back, he took both of her hands and pulled her over to Kane.  
 
    “Kane Delancey, this is Madeline, Thelma’s daughter.”  
 
    Kane reached out and took both of the lady’s hands in his much larger ones. “I’m so very sorry for your loss, Madeline. I think Thelma was a beautiful lady. I only wish I’d known her better.”  
 
    Madeline offered him a sad smile, gripping his fingers tightly. “It’s good to meet you, Mr. Delancey, even under these terrible circumstances. My mother spoke very highly of you. She told me several times that you’re good for our Luca.” She glanced over at Luca and smiled fondly before dropping Kane’s hands and reaching up to wipe away the tears tracking down his face. They stared at each other for a few seconds before Luca let out a little sob and drew her back into his arms.  
 
    “I think I should see her to say goodbye, Madeline,” Luca whispered against her hair.  
 
    She pulled back without letting go of him. Kane watched her slowly shake her head. “Sweetie, you don’t want to see her like that. It’s best you remember the kind soul she was. Besides, she’d want you to remember her smiling eyes… not like this, sweetheart.”  
 
    Luca nodded slowly. “Of course. If you think that’s best, Madeline.”  
 
    Kane felt a wave of relief wash over him. He knew Luca’s soft heart would do its best to make it through that kind of viewing, but to see a body that had been pulled out of a crumpled car, that was something even a seasoned law enforcement officer hated to have to deal with. It was terrible to see strangers like that, much less a beloved friend.  
 
    “I do, sweetie.” She offered him another sad smile, then looked around and sighed deeply. “Would you and Mr. Delancey mind taking me home? My friend, Alice, brought me to the hospital but her husband has Alzheimer’s disease, so she had to go home and take care of him. It took a while for me to find out that my mother had passed and then even longer for the nurses to prepare her so that I could… view her,” she finished on a sob. She sniffled and then looked up at them. “I don’t want to be a bother.” 
 
    “Of course, we’ll take you. It’s no bother, Madeline,” Luca said, glancing over at Kane. 
 
    He nodded. “As Luca says, of course we will,” Kane replied.  
 
    “Thank you,” Madeline said. They waited for her to walk over to the bench where she’d been sitting to collect her purse and sweater and then got into the elevator and went the lobby before changing elevators and taking this one down to the parking level. They escorted Madeline to Kane’s Charger and Luca slipped into the back seat, leaving the front passenger seat for the elderly woman. After she was seated, he reached forward and gave her a gentle squeeze on her bony shoulder. She covered Luca’s hand, giving it an affectionate pat. 
 
    After dropping her off, Kane insisted on taking Luca home to his condo and making him some food since he knew he hadn’t eaten since breakfast and if left to make something for himself, he wouldn’t eat at all.  
 
    After Luca went into Kane’s en suite bathroom to shower, he ran upstairs to feed Dorothy and Toto and change their bedding. When he came back down, the water was off and Luca was stretched out on his comfortable sofa wrapped in Kane’s oversized robe with his eyes closed. Kane was going to have to remember to tell Luca to bring over some of his own clothes now that they were back together. Sometimes—like this one—it was a pain in the ass to think of running home to change clothes. When Kane stayed at Luca’s he had the same problem and as much as he would normally love to see Luca wearing his robe, he made a mental note to bring up the topic when the time was right.  
 
    Luca sighed deeply and Kane recognized the signs of emotional exhaustion in him immediately. He walked over to the sofa and squatted in front of him, brushing his spiky damp hair back from his forehead. He loved Luca’s hair. It was as fine as a baby’s, cut longer in the front than the sides and back, and he usually left it to do a little flop over his forehead. When it got too long the way it was now, it hung in his eyes which Kane found very sexy.  
 
    As soon as Kane touched him, Luca’s eyelids fluttered open and he gazed at Kane, making no move to sit up. The agony swirling in the gray-blue depths of his eyes was evident and Kane was left feeling helpless to do or say anything that would help. Grief was a complex thing and it manifested itself differently in everyone. 
 
    When he’d seen his own father murdered, he’d grieved for a lost parent. It hadn’t been until years later in the Marine Corps, that he’d experienced the grief of losing a friend. Since both of his grandparents had died before he’d been born, he hadn’t ever felt that sort of loss but he had no doubt what he was seeing was at least one of these in Luca’s eyes. As Kane’s face came into focus, Luca’s eyes teared up and Kane leaned forward, sliding his arms around his shoulders and pulling him up to a sitting position before sliding onto the couch himself. Luca slid farther down to lay his head in his lap and Kane began to stroke his fingers into Luca’s hair as he looked down at him.  
 
    “You need to eat something. I have canned chicken noodle soup or I can make you some eggs, sweetheart.” As usual, Kane kept his cupboard bare, not because he didn’t have the money to buy groceries, but because he didn’t care a whole lot about more than stocking beer and frozen dinners—which were pretty much disgusting in every way.  
 
    Luca sighed. “I’m not hungry, Kane. I just want to go to sleep and forget about everything.”  
 
    “I know, baby,” Kane said, tracing one silky eyebrow with his finger. “But you have to eat something. Let me order some tom ka kai from that Thai place down the street. You loved their soup when I took you there,” he offered.  
 
    “Kane, really, I need to forget everything and sleep because I have work tomorrow.” 
 
    “I already called Sebastian and told him you wouldn’t be in tomorrow.”  
 
    Luca instantly stiffened and sat up. “You shouldn’t have done that.” He wrapped his arms around his middle but in Kane’s massive robe he looked like a little kid wearing his dad’s clothes. “I’m not a child,” he said, as if reading Kane’s mind. 
 
    “I’m not saying you are, Luca. I wanted to let Sebastian know what happened and that you were okay and when the subject of your schedule came up, he told me that everyone in the company is entitled to bereavement pay and time off. You can take several days off if you want, baby.” 
 
    Luca smiled sadly. “That’s for immediate relatives, not driving instructors, Kane.” 
 
    Kane snorted in disgust. “If you think that Stephen Auerbach is going to be that strict about your loss, then you have another think coming. Thelma was practically a grandparent.”  
 
    Luca’s jaw dropped open in surprise. “How do you know that?” he whispered.  
 
    Kane reached for him and pulled him into a straddle over his lap so that they were eye to eye. “If you think I’m that poor of a detective, you have been watching too much Columbo.” He offered a silly smile to lift Luca’s mood but the man only sighed.  
 
    “You’re not really a detective, Kane.”  
 
    “I was one in San Diego and ATF agents are law enforcement too, baby. If you don’t think we investigate crimes…”  
 
    “It’s okay, I’m not arguing,” he said tiredly. He held up both hands. “If you want to order Thai soup, that works but please get it only mildly spicy. I don’t think my stomach can take the really hard stuff today. I usually love it but not today. I know I have to eat even if I don’t want to.”  
 
     Kane smiled and leaned in to gently kiss his lips. As he pulled back, Luca took both of his cheeks in his hands and gazed into his eyes.  
 
    “Thank you, Kane.”  
 
    Before Kane could reply, Luca dropped his hands, slid off his lap, and reached for the remote control to flip on his TV. Kane stood up and called in the food order before going back to his first-floor bedroom to change out of his monkey suit and into something more comfortable. He padded out into the living room in bare feet, sleeping pants, and a T-shirt, carrying one of his long-sleeved tees for Luca. He was watching Drag Race on TV and he looked up when Kane held the shirt out for him.  
 
    “I hope you have your own underwear since my boxer briefs definitely won’t fit you.”  
 
    Luca reached for the shirt and smiled. “Thank you.” He pulled the robe apart to show off boxers. “I wear underwear to work but nowhere else.”  
 
    “Good to know,” Kane said with a genuine smile, really wanting to ask why but deciding not to. “The soup should be here in ten minutes. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Luca sent him a forced smile and Kane left him, jogging up to the loft bedroom and bringing Dorothy and Toto down. If they couldn’t make Luca smile, nothing would. He’d guessed right because as soon as Luca spotted the two ferrets in Kane’s arms, he grinned widely and stood up from the couch, reaching out for them. Toto leapt into Luca’s outstretched hands and immediately scampered up one arm to his shoulder where he leaned over and put both hands on Luca’s face when he turned it to the small animal. Kane chuckled as he watched Toto’s beady little black eyes stare directly into Luca’s.  
 
    Toto, the much more hyperactive of the two ferrets, adored Luca and he was very sensitive to his moods. As soon as he got a good look at Luca’s swollen red eyes, he patted him on the cheek and made a chirping sound. Luca’s shoulders shook with laughter as he reached up and grabbed the ferret off his shoulder, pulling him into his body where he could kiss him on his tiny little head.  
 
    “I love you too, Toto,” Luca said into his fur. 
 
    The ferret instantly wiggled out of Luca’s hold and jumped down onto the couch where he made several circles before jumping onto the back of the sofa and running down its entire length. When he got to the armrest, he stood on two legs and chirped long and loud, holding up two tiny little paws, wiggling his claws, as though he was a tiny rodent referee at a soccer match. Kane figured it was his way of calling out GOOOOOOOAL!!! He and Luca both laughed as Kane set Dorothy down on the sofa back and watched her run over to join her mate.  
 
    “I still think it’s hilarious that you named them Dorothy and Toto,” Luca said, watching them do fast circles around each other on the armrest before jumping to the floor and charging off toward the kitchen to explore.  
 
    “I have my moments,” Kane replied with a smirk. Seeing a smile on Luca’s face sent such a wave of relief through him that he instantly felt a hell of a lot better. 
 
    The doorbell rang and Kane turned to Luca. “Keep an eye on the monsters while I get the food.” At Luca’s nod, he ran downstairs to open the door for Luca’s soup delivery. One thing about having a three-story townhome was that it forced Kane to walk several floors every day, keeping him in good shape. His car and bike were parked under the building and he walked up a flight of stairs to the entrance of his house and then once inside, another level to his main living area consisting of the living room, his master bedroom and bath, and kitchen.  
 
    Up a final flight of stairs was his second bedroom where the ferrets lived in their enclosures and a nice loft which looked down over a railing to the living area. His desk and some bookshelves were upstairs where he usually curled up in the soft armchair and read, unless it was too hot. In the living area there were more bookshelves and a TV with a nice old stereo that had been his mom and dad’s. It had a turntable which he loved and when he’d surprised his mom years back with a Bose radio that had a built in CD player, she’d insisted that he take the stereo and all of their old LPs. It was one of the reasons he loved 80s music so much. There was nothing like listening to Pink Floyd’s “The Wall” on vinyl.  
 
    He paid the driver for the food and closed the door, locking it before walking upstairs. Luca was sitting on the couch with both ferrets who were running all over him, jumping from his head to the couch, to the floor, only to repeat it all again. Kane chuckled as he unpacked Luca’s soup and pad Thai that he knew he loved, as well as his own red curry chicken, pineapple fried rice with shrimp, and several boxes of chicken and beef satay with peanut sauce that they both loved. He went to his cupboard and pulled out hot red chili sauce and then poured a couple of glasses of iced tea for them. 
 
    “Come on, baby. This looks good and you need to eat.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll be there in a minute. Let me put them back upstairs before we eat,” Luca said, scooping up the ferrets and walking over to the stairs. As he put his foot on the first step, he stopped and turned to Kane. “Hey… Kane…” He hesitated until Kane looked up. Luca offered a sad smile. “Thanks so much for everything today. It meant a lot to me.” 
 
    Kane felt his heart do that flip-flop which was becoming so familiar to him. He stopped what he was doing and walked over to him. Luca’s upturned face was beautiful but his eyes were stormy and filled with deep sadness that Kane longed to wipe away. He reached out to cup his cheek.  
 
    “I only wish I could make all the hurt go away. I feel helpless. Besides, I know you’d do it for me in a heartbeat, love.”  
 
    The word slipped out before he could stop it and he opened his mouth to take it back, stopping when he recognized the expression on Luca’s face. He looked as though he was so deeply touched by Kane’s words, he would never want to take them back. He’d only realized how deeply his feelings ran for Luca earlier that day. Trying the word out on his tongue wasn’t as scary as he thought it might be.  
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    After dinner, Kane cleaned up the dishes while Luca sat on the couch watching the Great British Baking Show. After turning out the lights in the kitchen, he walked over to the couch and sat down beside Luca, wrapping both arms around him, pulling him into the vee of his long legs as he stretched out. He sensed Luca didn’t want to talk about anything and he realized he’d been right when he immediately relaxed back against Kane’s bigger body. It felt good just to hold him close as long as he needed.  
 
    He rested his chin on top of Luca’s clean hair and inhaled the scent of him, noting how different he smelled when he used Kane’s body wash. Luca had his own pleasing natural scent which Kane attributed just to him. It was funny how quickly Kane had decided he loved Luca’s scent. Some of the women in his past wore cloyingly heavy perfume and he’d always hated it. His mind ran over the last few months of his life. He’d met and fallen for another man and it felt more natural to him than he’d ever felt with the many women he’d dated and taken to bed. Sinking deep inside Luca—a man ten years his junior—felt right in every way.  
 
    He caressed Luca’s flat belly under the too-large T-shirt he wore. Seeing Luca wearing his clothes gave him an inexplicable satisfaction he couldn’t express. Every time he looked at Luca he wanted to take him to bed. It didn’t matter what he wore. He was truly the most beautiful man Kane had ever seen. 
 
    Luca suddenly sighed and turned away from the TV, burrowing against Kane’s chest. He was asleep and Kane had been so preoccupied with thoughts of the man in his arms that he hadn’t even realized it. His arms tightened around Luca, satisfied to let him sleep right here on the couch all night, but as Paul Hollywood droned on about how wrong a Bakewell tart both looked and tasted, he decided it was time to turn off the TV and tuck him in.  
 
    Kane shifted Luca’s limp form enough that he could slide out from under him and then stood up, unfolding and stretching his long limbs. He reached forward and shut off the TV before looking down at Luca. He stood there for several seconds, deciding if he should wake him or just cover him with a blanket.  
 
    “I’m awake,” Luca said, startling Kane as his lids fluttered open. He smiled at him as Kane squatted in front of him, caressing one cheek with the backs of his fingers.  
 
    “I thought I was going to have to carry you to bed,” Kane said, teasing him.  
 
    Luca smiled and sat up slowly, reaching out a hand that Kane instantly took as he stood. He pulled Luca up off the couch and then wrapped an arm around him, leading him down the hall to his room. They stripped by lamp light and then Kane crawled between the sheets, shutting off the lamp and reaching for Luca as he slipped in beside him. Though neither of them wore clothes, Kane had no expectations of having sex with Luca. Holding him through the night was all he wanted and that’s just what he did.  
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    Just before dawn, Kane woke with a start to the sound of whimpering. He opened his eyes in the dark room after checking the clock on the bedside table before searching for the source of the tiny sound. It was barely 4:30 a.m. and he didn’t have to be up for hours. In fact, he was determined to take the day off and be with Luca as long as nothing interfered with his plans. The whimper came again and he lifted his head, spotting Luca who had rolled away from him some time in the night. He’d thrown the bed covers off and lay naked on his stomach with his face buried in his pillow. The silhouette of his gorgeous round backside made Kane’s fingers itch to touch him. As Kane admired him, Luca’s face turned toward him and that’s when he realized his eyes were closed tighter than they should be as his lips formed silent words.  
 
    He’s dreaming.  
 
    Kane moved toward Luca, reaching out for him, almost afraid to wake him. When his lower lip suddenly stuck out and he let out another haunting sound of distress, Kane’s mind was made up. He slid closer and gathered Luca into his arms, only then realizing that his cheeks were streaked with the tears he’d been crying in his sleep.  
 
    “Oh, baby,” Kane whispered into his hair. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay, sweetheart.” He held Luca close and eventually he stopped the pitying sound of his near silent, half-awake crying and relaxed against his chest. Kane held him close as he fell back asleep, sprawled out with one arm flung over his own broader chest.  
 
    The next time Kane opened his eyes, the room was bright with sunshine streaming through the slats of his Venetian blinds with Luca still asleep against his side. He slowly eased himself out from under his arm and slid to the floor, padding across the room and closing himself into the en suite bathroom to use the commode. In front of the mirror, he scrubbed a hand over his dark beard that had grown into a thick shadow in the last twenty-four hours and decided not to shave. Just before bed, he’d sent Kelly a text telling her he’d be taking the day off to stay with Luca. He’d immediately gotten a smiley emoji back along with a cryptic “Take care of him. I’ll only call you if it’s an emergency” back from her.  
 
    He brushed his teeth and returned to the bedroom. Expecting to find Luca where he’d left him, Kane was surprised to see him sitting up in bed with the sheet pulled up around his waist, staring at the bathroom door. His eyes were red and looked unfocused. Kane walked over to the bed and climbed on, crawling over to Luca where he leaned in and grabbed him, pulling him down to lay out over his body. Luca smiled down at him as Kane leaned up, capturing his lips for a long, slow, thorough kiss. When their mouths finally separated, Luca sat up, straddling Kane’s naked body and resting both hands on his pectoral muscles.  
 
    “I should thank you for calling Sebastian, Kane. I really am more tired than I thought I was last night.”  
 
    Kane’s smile faltered and he reached up to gently push Luca’s bangs back from his eyes so he could gaze into the gray-blue pools.  
 
    “You dreamt last night and I don’t think they were happy dreams, baby.”  
 
    Luca’s eyes widened. “How did you know that, Kane?”  
 
    “I woke up just before dawn and you were crying,” Kane said quietly, watching him closely. There wasn’t a flicker of recollection in his eyes. “You don’t remember, do you?”  
 
    Luca shook his head. “No. I-I don’t remember much after we had dinner.”  
 
    “I cleaned up the dishes while you turned on the TV and got lost in British baking.”  
 
    Luca smiled just a little. “Now I remember. Never let it be said that Paul Hollywood isn’t a handsome bear.”  
 
    Kane wrinkled his nose. “I don’t know what a bear is in this context, but if you say so.”  
 
    Luca chuckled and then lowered himself until he’d stretched out over him again. He framed Kane’s face and kissed him slowly. When he pulled back, his eyes were twinkling.  
 
    “You’re quite the bear yourself, Delancey.”  
 
    “So, a bear is a handsome hunk of man?” Kane asked with a smile.  
 
    Luca nodded. “That’s it.” He paused. “Actually, in gay culture, it means you’re a big hairy hunk of man.”  
 
    Kane stopped rubbing Luca’s lower back where he’d started an almost unconscious caress up and down from ass to shoulder blades as the words “gay culture” cut into the cool morning like a knife through butter.  
 
    “You think I’m gay then? A gay bear?” Surprisingly, the thought of it didn’t bother him too much. 
 
    Luca frowned and reached up to press two fingers over his lips. “I don’t stereotype, ever, but sweetheart, judging by how much you love my ass, yeah, I’ll tap dance out onto a limb and say that you’re about as gay as a basket of May flowers, Kane.” He pressed his lips together and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    Kane stared at him for a few seconds and then suddenly burst into booming laughter, startling the hell out of Luca as he literally rolled off him whilst tangling his feet in the bed covers. Before Kane could catch his hand, Luca slid right off the bed and onto the floor with a loud thud. Fortunately, he’d landed on a thick area rug so there was plenty to cushion his fall. Kane rolled to the side of the bed and looked over. Luca lay naked, sprawled out on his back, with his knees bent. He looked terribly uncomfortable lying there with his eyes closed.  
 
    “Want a hand?” Kane ventured, reaching down to him with a barely-contained chuckle. 
 
    “Fucker,” Luca grumbled, opening his eyes and reaching to take his hand, letting Kane haul him up to sit beside him on the side of the bed.  
 
    Kane chuckled again. “You really should be more careful. You could hurt yourself leaping out of bed like that and getting your feet all tangled in the sheets.” 
 
    Luca shot him a dirty look. “Thank you, Captain Obvious.”  
 
    “That’s Special Agent Obvious, thank you,” Kane replied with a wink. 
 
    Luca’s lips twitched and Kane leaned in to kiss him tenderly. They kissed for a long time, eventually falling back on the bed as they got lost in each other’s bodies.  
 
    It was a good way to start the day. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Luca was on the phone with Madeline, listening to her talk about arrangements for her mother’s funeral when Kane’s phone rang. Since Kelly had promised not to call him unless it was a complete emergency, her number in his caller ID was alarming. He stood from the kitchen table where he’d been sitting across from Luca as he talked on the phone. He swiped the call as he walked back to his bedroom and answered, dreading what he was about to hear.  
 
    “You do understand the definition of an emergency, right, partner?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Delancey. I debated whether to call you and finally settled on my definition of an emergency.”  
 
    “What is it? What happened?”  
 
    “There’s been another bombing. This time it’s a drug rehab clinic in Hollywood. I thought you’d want to know about it,” she said.  
 
    Kane reached up and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Were there any casualties?”  
 
    “Three. We’re still in the process of identifying all the dead and injured but we got a list of names from the owner and checked it with Marshal Brady just on a hunch,” she said.  
 
    “You said we. Does that mean Cassidy and Mike are on this also?”  
 
    “Cassidy, Mike, the ATF, and the entire LAPD, at this point.”  
 
    “I can assume that your definition of an emergency includes the fact that Brady confirmed another of WITSEC’s out of pocket witnesses was on the list of residents at the rehab?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Shit. Okay, Luca’s at my place but I’m gonna get ready and come in as soon as I can,” Kane said, turning to open his closet where he pulled his suit out and laid it on the bed.  
 
    “That’s fine. I’d say stay home but the captain wants all hands on deck, Delancey. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “It’ll take me less than an hour.”  
 
    “How’s Luca?”  
 
    “Pretty rattled to be honest. Thelma was a hell of a lot more than a driving instructor for him. They’d been friends for a long time so her accident was terrible for him.” 
 
    “We’re not so sure it was an accident at this point.” 
 
    Kane stopped pulling his shaver out of the bathroom drawer and stared at himself in the mirror. “What do you mean? I thought it was a traffic accident.”  
 
    “It was a traffic accident. Someone broadsided the car but this morning, they found drugs in the student driver’s system,” Kelly replied.  
 
    “Okay, what kind of drugs?”  
 
    “Heroin with a PCP chaser. It was weird. His family told the coroner he never used PCP though he’d dabbled in opiates for years after a football injury. They realized he’d moved on from pills to street drugs but he’d just gone through rehab and graduated after ninety days with a clean bill of health.”  
 
    “Isn’t ninety days a long time for rehab?” 
 
    “Not really. Usually thirty days is all insurance will pay for but his parents are prominent lawyers in Beverly Hills so they paid his way as long as his counselor said he needed it. What’s weird is that his parents were a supportive couple. They said he came out of rehab a few months ago, got himself a sponsor, and hadn’t relapsed at all. He went to three meetings a day.”  
 
    “That is commitment.”  
 
    “Kane…”  
 
    Kane spun around to find Luca standing in the doorway.  
 
    “Listen, Kelly, let me talk to Luca and I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “No problem, Delancey. Give the kid a hug for me.”  
 
    “Sure and thanks for the call.” He swiped the call and looked up at Luca who was holding his phone up to show him a breaking news headline shouting about an LA area rehab in flames after a bomb went off.  
 
    “Is this what your call was about?”  
 
    Kane set down his phone and stepped close to Luca lifting his hands to frame his cheeks. “I’m sorry, baby. I know I told you I’d stay with you today but that was Kelly and I just found out that not only does the LAPD want all detectives on this but at any moment, I’m probably gonna hear from my SAC at the ATF. I have to go.”  
 
    “It’s okay. I’m gonna go back to bed. For some reason, I just can’t stay awake,” Luca said, yawning.  
 
    Kane pulled him close, hugging him. “That’s okay, sweetheart. Grief is very draining. I’m surprised you even got out of bed if you want to be honest.” He ran his hand slowly up and down Luca’s back. 
 
    “I don’t know how people do it, Kane,” Luca said, turning his face up to Kane’s. He leaned down and met his lips, giving him a soft lingering kiss. He could feel the sorrow in the air around him. When he finally broke the kiss, he let him go.  
 
    “Sorry, Luca. I gotta get ready. I can take you home if you prefer but I’d like you to stay here where I know you’re safe.”  
 
    Luca frowned. “Is there a reason I wouldn’t be?”  
 
    Kane shook his head. “No. Not really but like I said, here you’re completely safe. When I first heard about a student driver in a Yugo yesterday over the radio, I almost had a heart attack.” 
 
    Luca reached up and placed a hand on Kane’s chest. “Oh, Kane, I never even thought about that. I should have realized that you would have thought it was me in Thelma’s car before you checked on me. I guess that’s why I have twelve voice mail messages to return. Shit. I bet a lot of people heard about Thelma. Her classes were very popular in West Hollywood. I’m so sorry if you were scared. You were, weren’t you?”  
 
    Kane nodded. “I was terrified. All the way to the accident scene, Kelly kept telling me it was okay, but when you didn’t pick up your phone…”  
 
    “Oh my God!” Luca cried. He reached for Kane again and looked imploringly into his eyes. “I’m such an idiot.”  
 
    Kane shook his head. “No, you’re not.” He leaned down and kissed him on the tip of his nose before hugging him hard. “Now, I need to get out of here. Will you stay?”  
 
    “Yes, of course. I’ll return these voice mails and then take a nap.” He smiled. “I might pop out to the store to pick up something to make you a decent meal, though. Do you realize your cupboards are bare, Mother Hubbard?” 
 
    Kane smirked. “Fine.” Luca started to turn away but Kane laid a hand on his forearm, stopping him. “Check in with me after you get back, okay. I just need to know you’re safe.”  
 
    Luca nodded and reached up to pat Kane’s cheek. “I promise.”  
 
    Kane smiled and leaned down to peck him on the cheek. “Okay, I’m gonna get dressed.” He turned away and went into the bathroom to scrape the stubble off his chin, something he’d been hoping to avoid today. 
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    When Kane got to the Brentwood substation, he was surprised by the number of people who’d gathered. In the bull pen, he found several detectives and patrol officers being briefed on the next steps the LAPD would be taking. Lieutenant Peter James had been called back from vacation and he was handing out assignments, heading up the LAPD’s contribution to a joint task force, set up by the ATF, the lead federal agency investigating the bombings.  
 
    “Nice of you to join us, Delancey,” he said. “I’d like you and Murphy out at the crime scene. ATF is already on scene.”  
 
    Kane nodded and looked over at Kelly who smiled back.  
 
    “Report back and let me know what the Feds are up to. FBI is also on scene. You two will be the LAPD liaisons with them until this bomber is in custody.” Several detectives turned to them and smirked, no doubt happy that they weren’t the ones tapped to liaison with the Feds. No one but Cassidy Ryan and Mike Williams knew that Kane was actually an ATF agent on special undercover assignment with the LAPD until this WITSEC case was put to bed.  
 
    On the way over to the office, Kane had called his SAC, Sarah Connor, to check in. She’d already informed him of his role with the task force but because of his undercover status, he’d have to report to Lieutenant James prior to rolling out to the scene. He liked his boss a whole lot. Though she’d only been at the job a year and a half, the ATF had an advantage in Sarah because she was married to Lincoln Snow, their friend at the FBI. Unless something was classified, they were often privy to FBI files that would have had to be requisitioned otherwise. There was nothing more helpful than having a method to cut through the red tape.  
 
    “We understand, sir,” Kane said as Kelly joined him. “We’ll get back to you as soon as we know anything.”  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Kane and Kelly left the squad room side by side, happy to get out of the hot press of bodies. When they got to the elevator, Kane turned to her.  
 
    “We need to make a coffee run before we go out to the site of the blast.”  
 
    Kelly shot him an amused glance. “Not caffeinated enough, Delancey?” 
 
    He smirked. “Let’s just say investigating a bombing wasn’t the way I was planning on spending my day, Murphy. I had other things on my mind.”  
 
    Kelly’s eyes widened. “Oh…”  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” he said as the elevator arrived and the doors slid open. They stepped inside.  
 
    “It’s getting serious between you guys, isn’t it?”  
 
    Kane glanced at her as the elevator doors slid open. He sighed deeply and then faced forward, looking at her in the reflective metal of the elevator door.  
 
    “I’m afraid it is for me.”  
 
    She grinned and he turned to look at her as she stared back at him. “And, you’re still worried about how people will perceive you because you’ve started dating a man?”  
 
    “We’re not exactly dating,” he said, dismissing her description.  
 
    “Well, what do you call it then? Horizontal surfing?” She grinned.  
 
    Kane snorted. “Horizontal something, anyway.” He smirked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, it’s a lot more than that, Delancey. I haven’t known you long but I know love when I see it.”  
 
    Kane instantly lost his smile. He stared at her for a long time before he finally reached up and scrubbed a big hand over his face. “Shiiiiiiit,” he moaned.  
 
    Kelly chuckled. “It happens to the best of us, Delancey.”  
 
    As the elevator stopped and the doors opened, they stepped out into the main lobby and turned toward the parking lot. They were silent as they passed several patrol officers and detectives on their way into the station. Kane felt like a salmon swimming upstream. The LAPD really was turning out in droves to catch this murderer who used bombs as a weapon. As they stepped out into the sunlight, he turned to Kelly, stopping her with a tug on her sleeve and moving her to the side to let passersby have a wide berth.  
 
    “Hang on a second. I just had a thought,” he said, frowning.  
 
    “What is it?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “I was just thinking about the profile the FBI guy, Watterson, gave us.”  
 
    “Casey Watterson, yeah,” Kelly said. “What about it?”  
 
    “He talked about victimology as one of the five elements profilers consider while trying to develop their profile.” 
 
    “Right,” Kelly said. “He said that part of what they do is to try to figure out why a serial killer picked the victim they did.”  
 
    “There. You said it. A serial killer,” Kane said, almost sure he’d just figured something out. “Maybe Carlow isn’t just a bomber. Isn’t is possible that he’s a serial killer who uses bombs as a weapon?”  
 
    “It’s a thought. Maybe we should ask Watterson.” She tugged at his coat. “Come on, Delancey. They’re expecting us. Let’s drive while you tell me why you think Carlow is a serial,” Kelly said. “This should be interesting.” 
 
    Kane smiled at her. “My spidey senses are telling me there’s something more going on here than a simple act of knocking off people in WITSEC.”  
 
    She turned to look hard at him. “Okay, let’s do that. It’s a different angle anyway.”  
 
    They drove out to the address of the most recent bombing. The older home had been on Fountain Avenue near the cross street of Formosa, less than a mile away from the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, the Chinese Theatre, and the Capitol Records building, all famous Hollywood landmarks on the Sunset Strip. They parked on Willoughby, a couple of blocks away since the police had cordoned off the streets all around the site of the blast to thru traffic, only allowing residents in or out. The showed their credentials to the officer standing at the police tape and he lifted it, allowing them to duck underneath so they could join a group of their colleagues standing in a cluster about a hundred feet away. 
 
    As soon as they walked up, Kane and Kelly were greeted by Jarrett, Thayne, Kane’s partner, Dev, and Snow and McCallahan from the FBI. Surprisingly, Casey Watterson stood beside Lincoln. Kane thought his presence was fortuitous since he had a hell of a lot of questions for the man. He spotted Cassidy and Mike standing close by, talking to another pair of detectives from their station. They excused themselves and began walking over as Kane and Kelly shook hands with their colleagues.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Jarrett greeted, shaking their hands. “We were just getting’ ready to go back to the office.”  
 
    “Already?” Kane asked.  
 
    Jarrett smirked. “We’ve been here an hour already and there’s not much to see. We were just getting’ ready to head back to discuss things.”  
 
    “Gotcha.” Kane turned away from Jarrett and smiled at his partner. Dev stepped forward and gave him a brief hug, patting him on the back.  
 
    “Good to see you, partner. I really miss you at work.”  
 
    Kane smiled as they separated. “I miss you too. Hopefully, we’ll be able to put this WITSEC case to bed soon so I can come back.” He looked up at the house that had been blasted away. Firemen were still putting out fires with hoses attached to a fire hydrant situated conveniently only one house down from the burned-out structure.  
 
    “Wow, what a disaster,” he said, walking over to join Kelly who couldn’t seem to be able to tear her eyes away from what was left of the century old two-story Craftsman. Kane had always loved these old homes in Hollywood and other parts of the southland. There weren’t a whole lot left in their original condition as single family homes. Because of their historical status they were protected as landmarks and couldn’t be torn down. That hadn’t stopped a lot of owners from converting the multi-room structures into rooming houses after World War Two. Most of them remained that way. They all had multiple stories and multiple bathrooms so they made for perfect communal living.  
 
    As Kane studied the house, he formed a picture of what it would have looked like before the bomb destroyed it. These old homes almost always had huge gardens and massive kitchens. If untouched, the old Craftsman architecture inside this property would have consisted of built-in woodwork, crown moldings, hardwood floors, hand-carved balustrades leading up a sweeping staircase, and built in bookcases. Windows would have let sunlight in through original stained glass, keeping the richly wood paneled walls bright. This home had one fireplace which was still half standing at the back of the house but in some cases as many as three fireplaces trimmed with original hand-painted tile on their hearths would have graced other old Craftsman homes in the neighborhood. To see one of these structures blown apart by a bomb was heartbreaking.  
 
    Kane was drawn out of his musings when Thayne walked over to stand beside him. “It’s a fucking disaster, right?” Thayne asked.  
 
    Kane glanced over at him and nodded. “It really is. It’s a terrible thing to see.”  
 
    “So, I heard there were three casualties?” Kelly said from the other side of Kane. 
 
    Thayne nodded, turning to point at what was left of the structure. “We were told by survivors that all three of the dead were in the kitchen at the back of the house where you see the remnants of the fireplace. No other residents were in the property at the time. The house manager had gone out for groceries with two other residents while the remaining three residents who lived there were cleaning up the kitchen and doing dishes from breakfast. Let me show you something the fire department found.”  
 
    Kane and Kelly followed Thayne to the curb and then stepped up onto the grassy parkway strip that divided the curb from the sidewalk. They walked up the lawn beyond, making sure to skirt around the firefighters who still stomped over the structure aiming hoses at hotspots. Thayne led them down a path down the side of the property, through a gate, to the back of the house. As soon as they rounded a low wall that had partially collapsed, Kane spotted what Thayne wanted him to see. The raised decking had been blasted away right at what would have been a support column of the house. Kane had done enough remodeling on his own townhome to recognize a support column that would have held up the second floor.  
 
    “The bomber set charges at both rear support columns. The bombs took down the upper floors of the house at the same time as it wiped out the kitchen. We were told by the house manager that most of the residents gathered in the kitchen since it was east facing and got most of the morning sunlight. It had huge windows that looked out onto this back garden. Even in the evenings, people gathered in this kitchen because it was where the fireplace was located. The insulation wasn’t so great in these old homes which is why the fireplace is so important.”  
 
    “So the bomb killed the residents instantly and most likely would have taken out everyone else if they’d been home,” Kane said, studying the layout.  
 
    “Right,” Thayne said.  
 
    “So he was going for maximum damage to the structure and loss of life,” Kelly said.  
 
    “That’s right,” Thayne replied. “He couldn’t have picked a better place to plant a bomb.”  
 
    “Okay, now, how do we know this is the same bomber as Marty’s?” Kane asked. He scanned the ground as Thayne squatted and reached out to pick something up. He held it up for Kane and Kelly to see.  
 
    “This is how we know.”  
 
    Kane looked at the scorched needle in Thayne’s hand. He almost couldn’t believe his eyes. They stood up and Thayne handed him the needle. He turned and gave it to Kelly before glancing back at Thayne.  
 
    “Why the hell would he put needles in his bomb?” Kane asked. “Why would he put any shrapnel at all in his bomb? I mean, he set a powerful enough bomb to bring down the upper floor of the building while at the same time taking out an area where he knew most of the residents would be gathered at any one time. Why would he need the shrapnel?” 
 
    “It’s his signature,” a voice said from behind them.  
 
    Kane turned to find Casey Watterson walking toward them. He was followed by Lincoln and Jarrett.  
 
    “You think so?” Kane asked. 
 
    Watterson nodded and then dragged his gaze away from Kane to the remnants of the structure. “Using bombs with this particular shrapnel is a compulsion. He can’t help himself. He has to use it or it won’t satisfy his urges.”  
 
    “I actually want to talk about this with you,” Kane said. “I was telling Kelly on the way over that I have a theory I wanted to run by you.”  
 
    Watterson nodded. “Good. I have some thoughts to share with all of you on a pattern I see emerging here. It’s why I rushed back from Hawaii this morning to talk to you. Then all of this happened and I had to come out to see if this bombing fits the pattern.” 
 
    “The pattern of a serial bomber?” Kane asked.  
 
    Casey smiled knowingly. “I think so.”  
 
    “We’re headed back to our office,” Jarrett said. “Let’s go sit and figure out what the hell is goin’ on.”  
 
    Kane was fine with that.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Luca woke from a nap to find that more than half the day had passed. It was now after 3:30 and he felt almost as tired as when Kane had left him at 11:30 that morning. He sat up in bed and looked around Kane’s large master bedroom. It was a warm space filled with oak furnishings and comfortable neutral bedding and throw pillows. So unlike his own bedroom at his apartment that was dotted with splashes of color everywhere a person looked, Kane’s taste in color was more muted—more masculine in some ways. Nevertheless, he had hung photographs on the walls that were much more personal.  
 
    Luca threw aside the soft blue blanket he’d covered himself with after making up the bed and slid off the huge mattress. He padded to the bathroom, also a masculine space with dark brown and midnight blue towels. In here, the walls were painted a muted mocha-brown color that contrasted with the wood moldings painted a glossy white. The countertop was white marble not unlike his own kitchen counter, and Luca took a washcloth and ran it over his face, staring at the black circles under his eyes in the wide mirror behind the backsplash. He sighed, grateful to Kane for calling Sebastian and telling him he wouldn’t be coming into work today. He both looked and felt exhausted and he knew without a doubt that Kane had been right. Grief was draining.  
 
    He used the commode, washed his hands, and brushed his teeth before walking back into the bedroom. His gaze was drawn to a row of photos that had been enlarged and put into frames before hanging on the walls. He walked over and began examining them. Luca smiled as he recognized Kane in several of the photos. He was dressed in fatigues and his glorious naked chest was bare along with the other men in the photos. They were gathered in some sort of central courtyard of several buildings. There was no color on any of the buildings or the dirt beneath their booted feet. Everything was shades of brown, broken up only by the brightness of the smiling men who stood with their arms around each other’s waists, looking out at the camera.  
 
    All the men pictured with Kane wore dog tags and floppy hats that kept the blazing sun off their faces but they looked happy, sweaty, and relaxed. Luca instinctively knew that these men had to be his brothers in arms and that the pictures were taken in some desert wasteland far away. Though Kane hadn’t talked to him about his days in the service, Luca could tell from Kane’s youth, that the pictures had to have been taken when he was in his twenties. He looked healthy and fit and unsurprisingly sexy in the photographs.  
 
    His phone suddenly beeped and he turned away from the photos, walking to the bedside table where it lay. He picked it up and immediately saw a text message. It was from Kane.  
 
    “You awake, baby? Text me back. Miss you.”  
 
    The simple text from Kane made Luca’s stomach flip. He was over the moon whenever he thought about Kane but when he initiated a text like he’d just done, letting Luca know that he was thinking about him, he felt ten feet tall. Nothing made him feel better. Since getting back together, Luca had seen such a change come over the man, he felt like he was living in a dream. The night before, Kane had called him “love”. It had no doubt been a slip of the tongue but he hadn’t taken it back. In fact, he now often used “baby” when he spoke to him the way he had in the text. The endearment made Luca feel treasured, as though he was special to Kane. He couldn’t deny and didn’t want to—how amazing it felt to be wanted by the big strong man. Luca’s romantic heart had always yearned for a man who would treasure him but until he’d begun to see the innermost workings of Kane Delancey, he hadn’t really believed there was such a man.  
 
    He smiled as he began to type, writing out a text to Kane. “I miss you too. Just woke up. Gonna go out to the store then cook for you. Before you ask, I’ll be cautious and text you later. xoxo.” 
 
    The smiley emoji followed by xoxo that came back left Luca feeling like a million bucks.  
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    By the time Kane and Kelly got to their office in Glendale, it was late afternoon. He was smiling as he tucked his phone away in his jacket and then looked over at Kelly who was pulling the Mini into a parking space. She turned to grin at him.  
 
    “Were you just texting Luca?” she asked in unveiled amusement.  
 
    “Yes. He’s at my place. He’s gonna make me dinner,” Kane said.  
 
    She snorted a laugh. “You shameless little hussy.”  
 
    Kane laughed as she turned off the car. “I’m not talking about Luca with you anymore. I don’t know why I tell you anything, Murphy.” He opened the door and unfolded himself from the seat before shutting the car door, muting Kelly’s laughter that followed inside the car. 
 
    As they walked into the building that held the ATF LA field office, Kane had a real pang of homesickness. He missed his job as an ATF special agent. He missed his partner, Dev, even though Kelly was a great LAPD partner, and he most of all missed the people he worked with. Jarrett, Thayne, Jose, Nico, and his boss, Sarah Connor, were all incredible professionals who loved their jobs. The laughter they shared as they solved a multitude of crimes was always heartwarming.  
 
    They walked into the ATF’s large conference room and Kane was surprised to see that his colleagues from the ATF had already gathered. Sarah and her counterpart at the FBI, SAC Claudia Diaz, had set up two large boards in the room and they were both standing in front of them, tacking pictures onto them, joining other photos already there. At the top of one of the boards was a photo of Slade Ruiz and underneath that, pictures of the two male prostitutes he was known to associate with, Freddy Lombardi—AKA Gabriel Mason—and Kendal Mercer, the man whom Cassidy and Mike had called them about. He had been one of the lucky ones. Ruiz had most likely been grooming him to die on film before he stumbled out of the “party” but he was now safely hidden away in a safehouse.  
 
    The other board had a picture of Martin Carlow and Kane walked to the front of the room to get a better look at it. Beneath his picture someone had written “Boston” and “LA” and beneath that were photos of his victims. All his victims had been killed by bombs, and it was shocking how many pictures were on the board. Kane counted at least twenty-four in Boston to go along with the six people—four of which had died—from the bomb at Marty’s, and the three dead from the rehab facility that morning.  
 
    Some of the people killed in the Boston bombings hadn’t been on the mob’s hit list. They’d been collateral damage, killed when the pipe bombs went off. The killer hadn’t cared who got in the way. They were truly in the wrong place at the wrong time. There was a good chance that the bomb at the rehab was the same thing—an act of cowardice that killed anyone in the vicinity of his intended victim. The damage the man had done with his bombs was staggering. If he was a serial killer using bombs as his weapon, Kane couldn’t discern any definable victimology since the victims from Boston were a mix of races and genders.  
 
    Don’t serial victims have something in common? Kane had questions.  
 
    He took a seat between his two partners, Kelly and Dev, as everyone else also gathered at the massive table. The door to the conference room opened and Kane was happy to see Cassidy and Mike step inside along with Lincoln, Mac, and Casey Watterson, the FBI profiler. They took seats at the back of the room, nodding at everyone already there. SAC Sarah Connor cleared her throat as her husband Lincoln, the last one in, shut the door. Kane turned to face the front of the room as SAC Diaz took a seat at the head of the table, leaving Sarah as the only person standing.  
 
    “Okay, so, I know most all of you have been out to the scene from this morning’s bombing in Hollywood. Devecchio and Galvez brought back bomb fragments and are in the process of reassembling them. I’ll keep this meeting as short as possible so they can get back to that.” That explained why Kane hadn’t spotted Nico and Jose at the scene that morning. They’d probably already been there and collected fragments before he and Kelly ever arrived. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the fragments, guys?” Sarah asked, looking directly at Nico.  
 
    “Just what we would expect to find if Carlow was the bomber,” Nico began in his thick Brooklyn accent. “Two pipe bombs using exactly the same shrapnel as the ones that blew up Marty’s, the gay bar in West Hollywood, namely roofing nails, ball bearings, and needles. The bomber placed the devices at two support columns on the back side of the house. It brought down the upper floor, pancaking the building onto the lower floor and into the basement.”  
 
    “There was a basement?” Thayne asked. “Unusual for Southern California.”  
 
    “Yeah, when a lot of these very old houses were built, basements were dug,” Lincoln Snow added with a smile. “LA trivia. Try it some time.” Several people chuckled as Thayne made a face at his friend.   
 
    “Anywaaay…,” Sarah drawled, sending her husband an affectionate frown. “Go on with what you were saying, Devecchio.”  
 
    “Yeah, okay. One of the devices was set beside a footer holding up a support column on one side of the kitchen and the other was set beside one of the footers holding up the support column on the other side of the kitchen. When the bombs went off, they destroyed the column and the beam that ran horizontal across the back of the house. Without those, the upper floor pancaked onto the lower floor like I said previously.”  
 
    “The shrapnel was exactly the same that was used to blow up the bar?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Right down to the millimeter of the ball bearing,” Jose replied with a confident nod. “It’s the same guy.”  
 
    “Okay, thank you, Jose, Nico,” Sarah said. “That’s it for the ATF so far.” She looked at SAC Diaz. “Would you like to tell us about what the FBI has?”  
 
    “Sure,” Claudia Diaz said, standing up as Sarah took a seat. “The FBI has been working on a profile of the bomber so you’ll know what type of criminal you’re looking for. I’ve asked Casey Watterson to come in and share that with us. By the way, those of you who heard his rough profile still need to listen carefully. Some things may have changed since then.” She nodded at Watterson. “Casey, please come on up here.”  
 
    Kane turned and watched the man get up from his place at the table and walk up to the front of the room as SAC Diaz sat down. Casey cleared his throat.  
 
    “I’ve been working on a profile of the bomber and have come up with a few things,” Casey said. “Forgive me if I’m repeating things for some of you.” He walked over to the board with Slade Ruiz’s picture, pointing to the image. “I’m ruling out Mr. Ruiz as our bomber. He doesn’t have a history using bombs to kill any of his victims. In fact, he’s never been charged with murder though he does have a rap sheet for pandering in San Diego. After reviewing the scene at Marty’s and reading police reports, I do believe he was tied in with Freddy Lombardi AKA Gabriel Mason, a WITSEC protectee.” Kane swallowed hard as Watterson pointed to the photo of Luca’s friend.  
 
    “Ruiz was a pimp and Cassidy and Mike suspect Lombardi was working for him along with another man. That man…,” he said, tapping the other photo, “is a Mr. Kendal Mercer and he is now in a safehouse. Based on what he told detectives Ryan and Williams when he was interviewed, he was being groomed by Ruiz to star in a snuff film. This was something Ruiz had been known to do to other men, though there was never enough evidence to bring a case against him in San Diego. Apparently the DA down there deemed all the witnesses unreliable.”  
 
    “I worked down in San Diego for the SDPD at the time. That was very frustrating for the detectives trying to bring a case against Ruiz. They were seriously pissed off at the District Attorney for not even trying to take the case to court,” Kane said.  
 
    Watterson nodded and then moved to the second board. He pointed to Martin Carlow’s picture.  
 
    “This man, Martin Carlow, fits the profile of our bomber. After reading his file, I noticed that he has a background in munitions in the US Army before joining Special Forces as an Army Ranger. Since most of that part of his military file is classified and redacted from his service records, I can only presume that he was assigned to the Rangers because of his skills with explosives. That likely means he is our bomber, not to mention the fact that surveillance from security cameras show him walking into Marty’s shortly before the bombing with a backpack and then coming back out empty-handed.”  
 
    Kane knew all of this. He hoped Watterson would get to something interesting soon. 
 
    “I ruled out Carlow being a group cause bomber because he wasn’t trying to send a message of protest with his bombs. I also ruled out him being a personal cause bomber who would typically post a manifesto telling the reasons why he set off the device. Personal cause bombers always take credit for why they set off their bombs. He’s not a psychologically disorganized bomber because what he did with the shrapnel he used—needles, ball bearings, and roofing nails of a particular size—was precise, not spur of the moment. A disorganized bomber would have thrown in anything at hand. Not this guy. He planned out this bomb.”  
 
    “What does that leave us with, Casey?” SAC Diaz asked.  
 
    Watterson nodded. “I believe he’s a simple criminal bomber with an agenda. In this case, the bomb was set off in order to cover up evidence in Slade Ruiz’s murder of Mr. Lombardi in the men’s room,” he said.  
 
    “So, why did he team up with Ruiz?” Sarah asked. “Most bombers work alone.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Watterson said. “He must have teamed up with Ruiz for some reason. My gut is telling me that it has to do with the WITSEC list that the US Marshals say was hacked. I’m just not sure what it is just yet. That’s one of the reasons I wanted you all here. Does anyone have any ideas?”  
 
    Kane cleared his throat before glancing at Kelly who nodded. “Tell them, Kane.” 
 
    “You got something, Delancey? Speak up,” Sarah said, boring holes in him with her gaze.  
 
    “I’m not completely sure but Murphy and I were talking about it on the drive over,” Kane began. “Tell me if I’m wrong but something occurred to me,” he said, looking directly at Casey Watterson.  
 
    “I think we’ve been looking at Martin Carlow all wrong,” he began. “We suspect that he is a hitman for the Boston mob. We’ve considered him to be a contract killer but doesn’t that also make him a serial killer?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Watterson said. “Assuming he was working for the mob as a hitman, Carlow wouldn’t be picking his own victims like a serial killer would.” He turned and tapped the board. “The victimology of his intended victims in Boston is all over the place—rich, poor, white, black, male, female, gay, straight, old, young—there’s no clear pattern which we would expect if he was a serial killer.”  
 
    “Right,” Kane said. “Serial killers pick their own victims based on the type they desire to kill not the person their bosses want killed… but… what if once he moved west, he started choosing his own victims?” 
 
    Watterson frowned, thinking about that. He nodded slowly. “Okay, let’s look at the bombing at Marty’s. The patrons were gay like Lombardi but he was deliberately killed beforehand. We suspect the bomb was used to destroy evidence. That said, if we consider this morning’s bomb, then those victims might also fit a pattern. Junkies—or former junkies in this case—and gay.”  
 
    “Gay?” Kane asked. “What did I miss?” He looked at Kelly who shrugged. 
 
    “Sorry, Delancey,” Cassidy said, speaking up. Kane turned to him. “We just learned that the rehab that blew up catered specifically to the LGBT community. All the residents were gay or lesbian and the house manager was as well. In fact, when we interviewed the residents who didn’t die in the blast because they were at the supermarket, we learned that the largest LGBT AA meeting and the largest LGBT NA meeting in the area were held in that house three times a week. People drove to Hollywood from all over LA and the southland to attend it. The residents told me that most of their social life was geared around the friends they made at those meetings.”  
 
    “I didn’t realize Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous held LGBT meetings though I probably should know that,” Kane said.  
 
    “Yes, and they’re very well attended,” Cassidy said.  
 
    Kane nodded. “Okay, so we know that Freddy Lombardi was an addict—made so by Slade Ruiz. Maybe he attended those meetings, trying to get off drugs… Look, we dismissed the connection between Carlow and Ruiz as being only temporary because bombers—Carlow in this instance—are solitary killers. They don’t seek out partners because they are narcissists.”  
 
    “Right,” Watterson said. 
 
    “But what if their relationship was more than just one of convenience?” Kane asked.  
 
    Casey frowned. “I’m not following. You mean they were somehow romantically involved?” he asked.  
 
    “No. Not at all. I mean, you said you weren’t certain why Carlow chose Ruiz as a partner,” Kane said. “I think I might know what it is.”  
 
    “Go on.”  
 
    “Well, this goes back to victimology. What if, when Carlow was carrying out hits back in Boston using bombs, he accidentally stumbled on the type of victim he wanted to kill all along? What if that one “type” of victim—for lack of a better word—was the one that did it for him? Maybe he got off on killing that one. I mean, we already know he’s a unrepentant killer. But what if one of his kills, maybe the last one he did in Boston, triggered something emotional inside of him and he’s gone after victims just like that one ever since?”  
 
    “Wow, you’ve been readin’ up on this, Delancey,” Jarrett drawled. “Maybe you have a deep dark desire to be a profiler.” He grinned until his husband Thayne elbowed him making him huff out a loud “Ooof.” 
 
    Kane chuckled. 
 
    Watterson smiled. “You know, you might be on to something, Delancey. I’ll go back and take a look at Carlow’s last victim before moving to California.” He turned and studied the pictures on the board before looking back at the rest of them. “A serial killer who uses bombs as their weapon of choice is a strong possibility and that adds to the existing profile which can only help you guys figure out what his next move will be. If he is a serial killer who is choosing his own victims now, remember this. Every time he kills a junkie—a gay junkie—or whatever, he gets a sexual and emotional release from it. If he has finally recognized his victim of choice is a gay junkie, then Ruiz would be the perfect partner to have. A guy with an endless supply of victims at his disposal is right up Carlow’s alley.”  
 
    “I don’t want to corrupt this well-thought-out theory but there’s something this profile doesn’t explain,” Lincoln said, interrupting.  
 
    “What’s that, Snow?” Casey asked.  
 
    “Lombardi wasn’t only a gay junkie but he was in WITSEC,” Lincoln said. “Was that only coincidence or does a victim on the WITSEC list tie into the serial killer angle? Could the profile be even more specific? I mean, could Carlow be targeting gay junkies who are also in WITSEC?” 
 
    “The more specific, the better our profile would be.” Watterson said, nodding. “It is possible.” 
 
     “Maybe there’s a type of serial killer—Carlow—who, in this case, chose from the WITSEC list, those people who are junkies and gay,” Kane said.  
 
    “How would he know if they were gay and junkies just from a list of names?” Kelly asked, interrupting him.  
 
    Kane turned to look at her. “Because this guy doesn’t leave anything to chance. Like Special Agent Watterson says, he’s meticulous in the building of his bombs. Assuming he’s a serial killer who needs victims, doesn’t it then follow that he’ll have researched everyone on the WITSEC list? He knows those people are nameless and faceless living under brand-new identifications in brand-new states. For all intents and purposes, they don’t exist.”  
 
    “They still have new and established lives though,” Kelly said. “Carlow would have to think no one would miss them.”  
 
    “He uses bombs to kill them. It’s not like he’s picking them off one by one and burying the bodies where they can’t be found. He’s making a show of it and taking as many people out as he can at the same time,” Kane said. “Remember, this guy is a narcissist. He thinks no one will tie his victims to the WITSEC list. He thinks he’s smarter than everyone else and we know he’s intelligent. He was an Army Ranger and those Spec Ops guys always test high in intelligence.”  
 
    “You’re assuming he’s using the list to choose his victims,” SAC Diaz said. “That’s pretty specific if it’s part of his profile.” 
 
    Kane nodded but he turned to Casey. “It’s possible, right?”  
 
    “Definitely.”  
 
    “Hell, maybe he gave the names of young gay men on the list to Slade Ruiz to have him initiate them into drugs the way he did Lombardi,” Kane said. 
 
    Casey nodded, scribbling in a small notepad. “Okay, using that assumption then… because they go down the path of drugs—Carlow kills them. At that point, his victim would tick all the boxes… gay, male, and a junkie.” He turned to look at the board. “That could be possible, Delancey.” He pointed to the last of the Boston victims, squinting to read his name. “This is William Masters, age nineteen. I wonder what he did to make the mob take out a contract on him.”  
 
    Kane noticed that SAC Diaz was typing on her iPad. Everyone was silent until she smiled and looked up at Casey. “William Masters was age nineteen when he was killed in a bombing at the Metropolis, described as a small gay pub in the Southie neighborhood of Boston. He was set to testify against one of the leaders of the Irish mob in the trial that was scheduled to start ten days after he was killed in the bombing. Carlow was obviously carrying out a contract for them. Masters had a long rap sheet of both solicitation and drug arrests going back to when he was a juvenile. He also has a sealed juvenile record.”  
 
    “Okay, that makes sense,” Kane said. “He was Carlow’s final victim in Boston and something about that killing triggered an emotional response in him.” 
 
    “Serial killers always have a stressor that precipitates their kills. What happened to make Carlow start killing for fun other than simply money?” Watterson asked the room at large. “Delancey is right. Something made him enjoy William Masters’s killing more than any other. My guess is that trigger also made him want to relocate to California from Boston where he’d lived ever since leaving the Army. Without even knowing it, the contract Carlow got and carried out on William Masters gave him a sexual and emotional release and from there, he was off to the races.” 
 
    “Was William Masters in protective custody or WITSEC because of the testimony he was about to give?” Jarrett asked.  
 
    Claudia Diaz typed for a full minute and a half as everyone held their breath. “Oh, Jesus!” 
 
    “What? He was in WITSEC?” Kane asked. 
 
    She looked up. “He wasn’t in WITSEC but he was living in a Boston PD safehouse for his protection before the trial. One of his friends told investigators that he’d called the night of his murder, and said he was going to sneak out of the safehouse that night. He said he was bored to death and wanted to meet the friend at a bar. The friend was on his way to meet William when the bar blew up with Masters inside.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Kane said. The rest of them mumbled in agreement. “What do you want to bet Martin Carlow decided to hack the Justice Department to get a list of WITSEC’s protectees after killing Masters?” 
 
    “I’ll take that bet,” Thayne said.  
 
    “Me too. That has to be it, Delancey,” Dev said patting her partner on the back.  
 
    “Okay, so what’s next, boss?” Kane said, looking up the table at SAC Sarah Connor. Casey Watterson walked to the back of the room and sat down as Sarah stood up and took her place at the front.  
 
    “We need to bring this to the US Marshals. They need to pour over the missing WITSEC list for anyone who fits this profile or give us access to it,” she said. “I’ll call him as soon as we’re done here.”  
 
    “I think we should also look at other crimes with victims that fit this profile,” Kelly said. “It could be that Carlow killed in other ways, not necessarily bombings. Kane and I can start working on that.”  
 
    “Good,” Sarah said.  
 
    “Cassidy and I will help you with that,” Mike Williams said. “That’s a big job and we’ll start with vice. They would know about the deaths of young gay junkies.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Kane said. 
 
    “We’ll run the profile through VICAP so that we can check nationwide,” Claudia Diaz said. “For all we know, there have been other murders that fit the profile in states other than California and Massachusetts.” She turned to Lincoln. “You and McCallahan will handle that.”  
 
    “Sure boss,” Lincoln said. 
 
    “Thayne, Dev, and I will look for deaths in bombings that might have been ruled as collateral damage,” Jarrett said. “I’m pretty sure there are some deaths that weren’t considered murders, only collateral damage when a bomb went off.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Evans,” Sarah said. She looked around the room. “Okay, anything we missed?”  
 
    Mumbling and a lot of shakes of the head filled the room.  
 
    “Okay, you’ve all got your assignments,” she said. “Get to work.”  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Kane and Kelly sat across from each other in the squad room meticulously going over every murder and suspicious death of a male prostitute in Los Angeles going back five years. Since Carlow had only popped up in California in recent years, Kane figured any murder in any manner should be looked at just in case they were wrong about him limiting his kills to bombs. When his phone rang at 6:35, he looked down at it, startled by how late it had gotten. They’d been working at their desks for hours, completely engrossed in the monster task of trying to predict where a serial killer would strike next. A wave of warmth washed over him when Luca’s name popped up in the caller ID. He smiled to himself as he swiped the phone.  
 
    “Hey, Luca.” Kane glanced across his desk and spotted Kelly, leaning back in her chair with her hands clasped behind her head. She was giving him a knowing smirk. He rolled his eyes at her and stood up, walking several steps away to an unoccupied spot in the office where he hoped to get a modicum of privacy.  
 
    “Hi, Kane. Dinner is ready. Are you ever coming home?”  
 
    Coming home. Just hearing those two words made Kane realize that he was in real trouble. No way was he going to be able to quantify how it made him feel. The truth was being with Luca, having him in his bed, gave him a measure of peace and happiness he couldn’t put into words.  
 
    “I’m sorry, baby. I got caught up but I’m heading out right now.” He walked back to his desk and bent to open the top drawer, ignoring the way Kelly was staring at him and not her monitor. “I’ll see you soon.”  
 
    “Okay. Drive safely. I can’t wait to see you.” Before Kane could say goodbye, the call disconnected and he slid his phone back into his jacket. He looked over at Kelly as he fished his gun out of the drawer and slid it into its shoulder holster. “What?” 
 
    She grinned at him. “Nothing. You just look so damned happy, Delancey. It looks good on you. Going home to Luca?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, he cooked for us.”  
 
    “Have a good night,” she said. “See you bright and early. There are still tons of names to go through.”  
 
    “G’night, Murphy.” Kane turned and walked to the door, anxious to get home and take Luca in his arms just so he could know he was safe.  
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    Luca heard the key in Kane’s front door and a minute later, followed by footfalls on the stairs as he walked up to the main level. He’d never been so happy to hear anything in his life. He was still exhausted—probably from grief as Kane had suggested, but he’d forced himself to shower, grocery shop, and make dinner after the long nap he’d taken. He’d cried for hours after returning several phone calls from concerned friends and then silenced his phone. Unfortunately, this almost made things worse, constantly picking it up to check to see if Kane or Sebastian called.  
 
    He’d kept things together as he’d returned calls to his first two friends but when he returned Stephen Auerbach’s call, he’d broken down, crying for Thelma over the line. He knew Stephen, of all people in the world, would understand grief over the loss of a friend. The night he’d spoken at the Hamburger Mary’s memorial about how many of his “family” he’d lost to the ravages of AIDS made it crystal clear that Stephen understood loss even better than Luca ever would. 
 
    “Something smells amazing,” Kane said, coming into view as he climbed the final steps to the living area. Luca was so happy to see him, it felt like all his cares vanished. He grinned.  
 
    “I hope you like chicken enchiladas,” he said. “I made them a little spicy.” He walked out from behind the wall that split the kitchen from the living room and crossed the floor as Kane strolled toward him, loosening his tie. The heat in Kane’s eyes was everything as he reached out and pulled him into his arms.  
 
    “God, I missed you, baby,” Kane said, reaching out and running his fingers through Luca’s hair as he gazed at him.  
 
    Luca adored the way he looked at him. There was more to his gaze than there ever had been before. Luca recognized the deep affection—perhaps even love—shining in Kane’s beautiful light eyes. They were a clear blue with tiny flecks of gray. With his stubbled cheeks and dimples when he smiled, he was the most beautiful man in the world to Luca. He reached up and twined both arms around Kane’s neck, tugging until he lowered his mouth. When their lips met it was like sinking into heaven.  
 
    Kane held him close to his body and ran his hands up and down Luca’s back as he kissed him. Luca was swept up in the delight of just being held. Kane’s strong body towered over him. At six foot four, he was seven inches taller than him. Luca was certain he’d never felt safer or more cherished in a man’s arms than when he was with Kane. They kissed languidly, letting their tongues dance and tangle until Luca was quite sure he could no longer catch his breath. When Kane finally pulled back, he was panting… hard.  
 
    “If it weren’t for the fact that I know you went to a lot of trouble, I’d tell you to ditch the dinner and put you right where I want you,” Kane said. His voice was strained and deeply dark and Luca felt lust shiver through him.  
 
    “In your bed? Is that where you want me?” he teased.  
 
    Kane grinned darkly, grabbing his ass hard and yanking him until their groins were pressed together. His cock was as long and thick as a club and Luca couldn’t wait to feel him sink inside his body. 
 
    “You know that’s what I meant.” Kane lowered his mouth as he rocked into Luca, rubbing his hard length up and down against his own.  
 
    “Fuuuuck,” Luca groaned as he pulled his mouth away. The loss of Kane’s lips was almost painful. He stepped back, feeling how flushed his cheeks were. The two red flags of color in Kane’s cheeks betrayed his arousal only too well. He took Kane’s hand and pulled him toward the dining area. “Come on. You’re going to eat and then we’ll concentrate on other good things.”  
 
    Kane snorted and dropped Luca’s hand. “Let me get changed. I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
    “Okay, no problem.” Luca said. “I’ll dish up the food. Hurry so it doesn’t get cold.” He heard a grunt of agreement as Kane disappeared down the hallway.  
 
    By the time Kane returned a few minutes later, Luca had placed the glass Pyrex dish of chicken enchiladas on the table along with a bowl of Mexican rice with tomatoes and mild Ortega chilis. Homemade refried beans that one of Luca’s friends taught him to make would have been a lovely accompaniment but unfortunately, the dry pinto beans had to be soaked overnight. He’d had to settle for the canned substitute but after warming them up, he toasted a couple of whole jalapeños and set them in the bowl, garnishing the lot with crumbled queso fresca to make it look pretty. With the addition of Tapatío hot sauce and fresh sour cream, the meal was one that he was proud to serve Kane.  
 
    “Wow, baby, this looks amazing and I’m so hungry you have no idea,” Kane said, walking over to him as he adjusted the last bowl on the table. 
 
    As Luca straightened, Kane hugged him from behind, bending to kiss the side of his neck. Luca leaned back against Kane’s strong form, bending his head to give his man more access to his throat. When Kane started to suck on his neck, Luca giggled and moved out of his grasp.  
 
    “Go sit down,” he said, chuckling as he reached up to wipe the wet away from his throat. “I’m not going to let you give me a hickey.”  
 
    Kane reluctantly let him go and grinned as he took his place at the table, sinking into the chair wearing his soft pajama bottoms and an old blue T-shirt that had the sleeves ripped off. Luca wore only white and orange board shorts, a tight T-shirt, and white socks. Kane nodded at his shirt as Luca took his place across from him and smirked.  
 
    “What the hell is that?”  
 
    Luca looked down at his favorite neon orange shirt with the word “Groovy” written across it in a bold white scrawl. It hugged his body, showing off his slender form. He smiled and looked up.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “That shirt. Where’d you get that? The children’s department of Abercrombie and Fitch? Tight much?” Kane asked, picking up the spatula and serving himself a massive plate of enchiladas.  
 
    Luca grunted at him, spooning some refried beans onto his plate. “I’ll have you know this came from the retro collection at Bloomie’s. I like the way it hugs me.” He set down his plate and hugged himself making Kane chuckle. 
 
    “I’m the only one who hugs you. Get me?”  
 
    Luca’s eyes widened in surprise but he finally nodded as Kane held out his hand for his plate, spatula in hand. “Oh! Thank you.” He lifted his plate and handed it to Kane, watching him scoop some of the chicken goodness onto his plate. As Kane handed it back to him, he smiled.  
 
    “Seriously, Luca, this food looks amazing. Where did you learn to cook?”  
 
    “Hookups,” Luca said, grinning widely. When a dark look crossed Kane’s face Luca snorted. “I’m kidding. I’m kidding. Actually, my mom taught me how to cook. We never had much money when I was a kid since my father skipped out on us so we had precious little food. We had food stamps but they always ran out three weeks into the month. The last week of the month we lived on a lot of rice and beans,” he said, remembering those days like it was yesterday. “She wouldn’t let me cook because she was afraid I’d burn the food and it was precious, you know?” 
 
    Kane nodded.  
 
    “So I watched and wrote down ingredients, oven temperatures, and cook times. At home I have a box full of recipe cards from notes I took that I saved over the years.” 
 
    “It’s really nice that you learned from your mom, Luca.” 
 
    “Well, now that I’m in retail, I can’t get away from the store to see them as often as I want. I miss them.” 
 
    “That’s your mom and who else?” Kane asked.  
 
    “My older sister, Lucie. She’s thirty.” 
 
    “I think I saw a picture of them on your Facebook page,” Kane said.  
 
    Luca grinned, stabbing into his enchiladas that he’d covered with sour cream. “I never told you about them, right?”  
 
    “Uh-uh,” Kane mumbled, chewing.  
 
    “Well, they live in Miami and I miss them like hell.”  
 
    “You get along with them both? They don’t care that you’re gay?” Kane asked.  
 
    Luca shook his head emphatically. “They love me to death. My mom has known for years that I was gay. She told me she knew when I was just a young boy. She’s the one who encouraged me to move out to West Hollywood and follow my dreams. She always thought that Miami was no place for me with all the blue-hairs around and Lucie is developmentally disabled from brain damage she suffered when she got sick at age eleven. All her doctors are there and she needs the routine.” He thought about how hard he’d tried to find housing for them in California and how it was impossible to get them government housing.  
 
    “They have subsidized housing since my mom is retired and takes care of Lucie. I just couldn’t afford to move them here even though I really tried. They’re on lists but it takes years to move to the top of the list for subsidized housing. You probably already know this.”  
 
    Kane nodded. “What happened to Lucie?” 
 
    “I was just a toddler when the doctors discovered a massive abscess in the right temporal lobe of her brain. Unfortunately, the brain damage was permanent even though they were able to remove it. She goes to physical and occupational therapy because she is partially paralyzed on the left side of her body. She’ll never be able to live by herself.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s too bad,” Kane said, looking thoughtful.  
 
    Luca smiled. “It’s fine. They’re both really happy with their lives in Miami and very content and Lucie is the most amazing person you’ll ever meet. After her illness, she never really aged emotionally. She has the childlike sweetness of a preteen. She’s kind and loves to read, though it’s difficult for her at times. I give her lots of books and crafting projects which the therapists say help her to improve. She speaks a little slowly at times and with a bit of a southern drawl.” He smiled absently. “Instead of being almost eight years older than me, our roles are now reversed like I’m her big brother.” He chewed. “You’d love her, Kane. You’ll never meet a more perfect person in your life.”  
 
    Kane smiled adoringly at him. “You really do love with all your heart, don’t you, baby?” 
 
    Luca nodded. “Why not? My mother always says that life is shorter than we think it will be. That’s why it’s important to love with our whole hearts. I guess no one is better at it than Lucie… and my mom of course.” 
 
    “You said your dad left when you were little,” Kane said. “He just walked out?”  
 
    Luca nodded. “I was really too little to remember a whole lot about him at all. I do know that once Lucie got sick, he didn’t stick around. I’m sure he saw a lot of drawbacks in having what he deemed an imperfect child. My mother says that he ran away and left them when they needed him the most but she has retained her sunny outlook on life. She never complains about what he did but I know it had to have been terrible. Imagine having a little girl on death’s door and a toddler and wondering how the hell you were going to put food on the table.” He tried not to sound bitter but it got to him sometimes.  
 
    “What a bastard, Luca,” Kane said.  
 
    Luca shrugged. “It’s no big deal now but it was back then. Someday, I’d like to run into him and tell him that we’re all fine and we did it without him at all.” 
 
    Kane was frowning slightly when he sat back, his plate now cleared of the massive pile of enchiladas and beans. “I’ll never understand why men like that end up with wonderful devoted families. It’s horrible to even contemplate how a man could leave his family like that even though I know it happens,” Kane said.  
 
    “I don’t know. I count us lucky in a way,” Luca said, sounding matter of fact about it. “He never beat my mom or us kids and he walked away cleanly. He could have stuck around and made us all miserable with his selfishness. Instead he was a coward who slipped away in the night and as for my mom…” He grinned widely, scooping up the last bite on his plate. “My mom is completely epic. I can’t wait for you to meet her, Kane.” He watched Kane nod, praying he wasn’t being presumptuous. He had hopes for the future and Kane was in them.   
 
    “I’d love to meet the woman who raised a man like you,” Kane said. “She sounds like one hell of a person.” Kane stood up and walked around the table and Luca watched him. “Come on. Let’s get to bed.” He held out a hand.  
 
    “Kane… the dishes…” 
 
    “… will wait until I’ve been inside you a couple of times,” Kane said, pulling him to his feet. 
 
    Luca snorted, unable to argue with such a concise promise of things to come. He grasped Kane’s hand and let himself be dragged away to the bedroom.  
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    Kane pulled Luca down the hall to his bedroom, stopping only when they got inside the door to turn and take him into his arms. Luca gazed up at him.  
 
    “I’m really sorry the conversation got so heavy back there. I didn’t mean to… oof!” Luca squawked when Kane pulled him tightly against him and cut off his words with his hot mouth. He immediately melted against him, reaching up and twining his arms around Kane’s neck as he loved to do. He slid his fingers into the short hair at the back of Kane’s head, loving the feel of the soft strands there. He wished it was longer so he could get a good grip on it. Kane kissed him hot and deep, plunging his tongue inside his mouth and exploring all the hidden places. He tasted of spicy Mexican food and Luca couldn’t get enough of him.  
 
    Luca felt his cock grow hard inside his board shorts and judging by the way Kane rubbed against him, he was in much the same condition. He kissed Luca until he was nearly breathless and when he finally pulled back, his eyes were blazing with lust. They’d darkened from their natural blue to a deep gray in the low light of Kane’s room. He smiled crookedly at Luca and then slowly lowered himself to his knees, running the palms of his hands down Luca’s body from his chest to his stomach and then down his thighs until he was in position. Luca’s gaze never left Kane’s as he sucked in a breath, anticipating where this encounter was going.  
 
    Kane wound his fingers into Luca’s board shorts, pulling the string at the front to loosen them, and then slowly pulled them down to his ankles as he finally broke their gaze and looked down. Luca’s cock was hanging fully hard as Kane leaned in and licked the tip. Luca gasped as Kane reached up and took hold of the shaft, ducking his head so he could lick a wet line from the underside of his cock down to his balls. When he got there, he took them into his mouth.  
 
    Damn.  
 
    For someone who’d never taken another man to bed, Kane Delancey was a quick study. He was trying his best to suck both balls at once, concentrating on the most sensitive area of Luca’s body, using his tongue to roll them in his mouth as he slowly stroked his dick. Luca was utterly weak in the knees. He had his hands in Kane’s hair as he concentrated on one soft ball and then the other. Luca loved what he was doing—Kane had set out to tease him until he couldn’t breathe because that’s exactly what he was doing.  
 
    “Jesus, Kane, you’re so good at that,” Luca said. He bit his lower lip and concentrated not only on the sensations Kane was sending through his body like electricity, but the very fact that he was trying his best to drive him out of his fucking mind. It was working. Luca he knew wasn’t going to be able to take much more. He would simply die if Kane didn’t let up soon. When Kane finally let his balls slip out of his mouth, he didn’t wait for Luca to make a sound. He held his gaze as he slowly slid his mouth over the head of his cock using his lips to pull the foreskin back as he slid onto his weeping dick.  
 
    Luca never would understand how Kane could be so adept around an uncircumcised man, having slept with no other man before. He was circumcised himself, so Luca wondered how Kane could be so comfortable giving head to him. It had to be something to do with the depth of feelings he had. Then again, Kane wasn’t in love with Luca so how did that really work? Some of Luca’s past lovers had avoided giving him head but the big man kneeling between his legs seemed to have absolutely no problem with it. In fact, he seemed to love it. Kane teased at the slit with his tongue and then slid slowly onto him, seeming to test how much he could swallow before pulling back with strong suction. Luca was going out of his mind and he began to cant his hips, rocking back and forth as he fucked Kane’s mouth.  
 
    “Kane!” Luca gasped. “If you don’t stop, you’re going to get a mouthful and I don’t know if you’re ready for that.”  
 
    Kane slowly slid off and smiled up at him. His lips were red and swollen and wet. “Get your clothes off before I rip that stupid shirt right off you!” He growled, getting to his feet.  
 
    Luca laughed as he stepped out of his shorts and bent to pull off his socks. He lifted the T-shirt over his head, momentarily blocking out the sight of Kane doing the same thing. As he threw the shirt toward a chair, he turned his back on Kane and bent to pull back his comforter and sheets. He didn’t expect to be tackled from behind so when Kane’s huge hot body flattened him on the bed, Luca let out a breathless grunt. Kane growled into Luca’s ear.  
 
    “I love your ass, baby.” He punctuated his words with a tight squeeze on each globe and a little nip on the lobe of his ear before rolling away. Luca chuckled and slid back off the side of the bed to finish pulling the covers down. Kane complied by yanking on his side and then reached for him. “Get over here, right now!” 
 
    Luca climbed back onto the bed and crawled over to him. Kane was lying on his back with his hand wrapped around his massive shaft. Luca straddled him and leaned down, gripping both of Kane’s hairy pecs in his hands. He stroked over his nipples with the palms of his hands drawing a sexy gasp out of him and then scooted lower on his thighs so he could reach the nubs with his mouth. Every flick of his tongue over Kane’s nipples seemed to make the man gasp and rock his hips. His leaking cock brushed Luca’s belly, leaving wet trails but he was in the zone, his eyes closed, his breathing evenly paced, paying close attention to teasing each nipple until it was tight and wet. He sucked and tugged on them gently with his teeth, making Kane gasp until he finally grabbed Luca’s hair and pulled him off. Luca sat up, utterly proud of himself when he noticed the high color in Kane’s cheeks and the way he panted.  
 
    “Get a condom,” Kane said, his voice as rough as gravel. 
 
    Luca watched him grab the base of his cock and hold it tightly as he moved to the bedside table which Luca had long ago named the drawer of doom since it contained not only a box of condoms and several bottles of lube, but the biggest silicone fist he’d ever seen. The sheer number of toys there made Luca wonder what the man had been thinking when he’d purchased them. As he reached for his favorite lube, he spotted something that he might just put to good use.  
 
    Luca returned to where Kane lay, stretched out like a Greek god on the bed, holding a string of unused anal beads in his hand. He held them up and grinned, yanking the tag off them and tossing it aside.  
 
    Kane grinned. “Since I plan on being inside you in a minute, there won’t be any room for those. They are a moot point.”  
 
    Luca chuckled. “They’re not for me, Kane.” 
 
    Kane’s eyes widened and he began shaking his head. “I didn’t buy them for myself, Luca. I had you in mind.”  
 
    Luca batted his eyelashes at him. “I don’t know if you know this but ninety percent of gay men identify themselves as either versatile or bottoms. Only ten percent are true tops in every sense of the word. I think… you need to try these. You’ve watched gay porn. You admitted it.”  
 
    Kane nodded. “True but using your statistics, that makes me a true top.” 
 
    “Then you know how prostate massage works. If you trust me…”  
 
    “I trust you, Luca. I just never… I could never…” He let his words trail off as Luca held up the string of small balls again.  
 
    “Will you just try? I swear I will be gentle and if you don’t like it, you’ll tell me and I’ll stop that instant.” He leaned over and took Kane’s mouth, kissing him passionately. Kane groaned into his mouth and chased his lips as he pulled back, letting out the sexiest groan.  
 
    Kane sighed. “Fine… but… you’ll stop if I tell you?”  
 
    Luca nodded, making a little x over his heart. “I swear. I’ll put them in one at a time and then you can fuck me. Why let all the fun toys go to waste?” 
 
    Kane laughed. “Okay.”  
 
    “Good, roll over and get on your hands and knees. I’ll make this so good for you, you will thank me.” Luca watched as Kane slowly sat up and rolled over. The look of trepidation on his expression only served to remind Luca that this had to go well, or he’d never be able to try this or anything like it again. When Kane was in position, Luca grabbed both ass cheeks, feeling them tense for a second before he leaned down and licked a long line from Kane’s large balls to his taint, hovering over his hole. As he slid his tongue around the rim, Kane let out a gasp. He lifted his head.  
 
    “Relax. I promise you’ll like this.” Luca didn’t wait for an answer before lowering his head and resuming the rimming he’d intended. He licked around Kane’s hole and then stuck his pointed tongue inside. As Kane groaned and tried to rock back into his face to force him to go deeper, Luca chuckled and complied. He worked on him for a minute or two and when Kane was moaning and humping air, Luca lifted his head again. He reached for the bottle of warming lube and squeezed some onto the string, making sure each bead was well-coated. He squeezed some onto his fingers and then placed them at Kane’s hole, massaging the tiny opening where they’d eventually penetrate.  
 
    “Luca,” Kane groaned. “I’m not… ahh!” he gasped as Luca slid the tip of one finger into his ass.  
 
    “Relax, Kane. Trust me, okay?” Luca said. He put one hand on the small of Kane’s back and slid a second finger in. Kane grunted. “It’s only my fingers and the beads are even smaller. I’m just opening you a little so it doesn’t hurt.”  
 
    Kane gasped as Luca twisted his fingers slowly inside him, sliding them deeper and searching out his gland. When he found it and brushed both fingertips over it, Kane cried out.  
 
    “God! What’s that?” The pillow muffled his words but they brought a smile to Luca’s face.  
 
    “You’ll see, my love. Just trust me.”  
 
    “Yeah…,” seemed to be all Kane could say as Luca gave his prostate one slow stroke and then pulled his fingers free. Kane’s entire body was trembling and Luca lifted the beads, pressing the first one against his opening. The lube had warmed them somewhat but Luca concentrated on slowly rolling the bead around the rim, making Kane squirm. As he finally pushed the first ball through his tight opening, Kane grunted.  
 
    “Breathe through it. I swear it will be worth it, Kane. I swear.” He felt Kane’s rib cage expand slowly as he inhaled a deep breath. When he blew it out, he pushed the second ball inside. Kane’s body resisted for a just the tiniest of moments before Luca heard him blow out a long breath. He took the opportunity and pushed the third ball inside. When Kane’s body jolted, he knew he’d hit the right spot.  
 
    “Oh, God! Luca, please…” Kane reached for his cock and began to stroke it furiously. “Let me get inside you… please…”  
 
    “We’re nearly there, love. Here’s one more. You can take this,” Luca encouraged. He slowly popped the fourth ball inside, watching Kane’s gorgeous hole swallow it up like a little mouth. Luca was very proud of him.  
 
    “So full… oh, God… Luca, I’m so full…” 
 
    If Kane’s words could possibly be any sexier, Luca didn’t know how. He pressed the fifth ball inside, instinctively knowing it would be the last.  
 
    “That’s so perfect, Kane. You’re so perfect.”  
 
    Kane groaned. “That’s it, baby,” he moaned, “I can’t take any more. Please let me fuck your gorgeous ass.” 
 
    Luca relented. He’d only inserted some of the string but he figured they had lots of time to work up to Kane being able to take all of them. He moved away, leaving the rest of the beads to hang out of Kane’s ass in a decadent display. He moved until he was flat on his back and widened his legs for Kane. His lover moved slowly, probably afraid he’d break something as he shifted position, towering over him as he reached for the condom Luca had tossed onto the bed. Once he’d torn the package open and lubed himself up, he seemed as ready as ever.  
 
    “You’re going to just leave them in there?” he asked hesitantly.  
 
    Luca smiled and nodded. “I’ll pull them out as you climax, Kane. I promise to be gentle. It should extend your pleasure.”  
 
    Kane shook his head. “I don’t even know how that would be possible,” he growled, pressing the tip of his wide head against Luca’s opening. 
 
    Luca wished he didn’t have to cover his beautiful cock with the condom but until they had a conversation about it, he wasn’t going to push the issue, especially at this moment when Kane was already experiencing something new. He’d never gone bareback with anyone in his life but if… and only if… Kane decided to be his for the long run, he would mention the issue.  
 
    Luca relaxed, taking Kane’s slow slide all the way inside his body with long breaths and focused relaxation. Their gazes remained locked together as Kane began to pull out. Luca noticed how his teeth were clenched and he realized that he was experiencing the incredible sensations of the anal beads in his ass. He couldn’t help but smile up at Kane’s beautiful face as he began to move a little faster; he was pushing in and pulling out, increasing the speed of his thrusts in gradual, measured increments. Luca watched as Kane’s jaw dropped as he began to pant. The way every muscle in his beautiful large body was taut with sweat breaking out on his skin as he continued his slow slide in and out of his body, he could feel that Kane was close.  
 
    Luca reached behind Kane and took hold of the string, pulling it until was taut and Kane opened his eyes wide, sensing what was about to happen.  
 
    “God, Luca. I’m so close, baby,” Kane moaned. He reached between them and took hold of Luca’s cock which had been leaking steady droplets of precome since he’d first seen the look in Kane’s expression as he pushed the beads inside.  
 
    “Come on, Kane. Come for me, love. Come for me,” he whispered as Kane grunted.  
 
    The moment Luca felt Kane’s breathing change, speeding up, Luca knew the time had come. He tugged on the string and a single bead popped free. Kane moaned, ramming into Luca. Luca tugged a second time and another bead slid free. That’s all it took. Kane howled, letting out a stuttering breath that he’d been holding as he began to come. 
 
    Luca tugged and the beads popped free of his ass three more times as Kane lowered his face, burying it in Luca’s neck. He opened his mouth and bit down on that strong muscle running from Luca’s neck to his shoulder. Luca shuddered and came, shooting hot streamers onto Kane’s abdomen before dropping onto his own chest and stomach in sticky puddles. Luca could feel Kane shooting over and over into the condom buried so deeply in his body that he couldn’t help but wish that he were bare.  
 
    When Kane finally collapsed over Luca, all he could do was wrap his arms around his big strong man and pant harshly into the side of his neck, the same way Kane was doing to him. Being with Kane, experiencing lovemaking probably for the first time in Luca’s life was something he couldn’t put into words or even quantify with obscure European poetry. He wished he could be Byron… just at this moment. He was in love with this big man who trusted him with his whole heart and body.  
 
    Luca was in love.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Kane dropped Luca off at home the next morning, lingering as he kissed him goodbye before he got out of the car.  
 
    “You’re not going into work after the funeral, right?” he asked, watching storm clouds gather in Luca’s gray eyes.  
 
    Luca shook his head and squeezed his hand. “No, Madeline is planning to have a small gathering at her apartment afterward and Stephen practically ordered me to take another day off once I told him about Thelma’s funeral.” Surprisingly, he smiled, looking pointedly at Kane. “Can you believe he’s actually going to the store to work behind the counter until I come back?”  
 
    Kane smiled at him, hoping Luca could sense the fondness in his gaze. He reached up and gently brushed a wayward lock of hair out of Luca’s eyes. “That’s something I’d like to see, actually. I have no doubt your customers will get a kick out of it. It’s not every day you run into a millionaire store owner selling watches. He should have taken out advertising.”  
 
    Luca chuckled. “I know, right? I wish I could be there to see it but I do have to say goodbye to Thelma and be there to support Madeline.”  
 
    Kane wrapped his hand around Luca’s neck, running his fingers up into the short hairs there. He wished Luca would grow it longer. He loved pulling it, especially when they were in bed.  
 
    “Of course you have to be there for Madeline, baby.” Kane leaned forward and angled his body just right, kissing Luca again, unconcerned that it was bright morning and they were currently double parked in front of Luca’s building where anyone could see them. Ever since Luca had allowed him back into his life, Kane hadn’t cared who saw them kissing. He just couldn’t be ashamed of being with a man as beautiful as the one in his arms. He felt unbelievably lucky that Luca had been willing to give him another chance.  
 
    With each day that went by, Kane grew more comfortable in his own skin. Luca was brave and out and proud while Kane was still trying his best to wrap his head around the concept that he might be gay as well. He hoped that Luca would be patient about him taking time to become 100 percent comfortable with the relationship. At this point, it did feel like a relationship to him. They were certainly more than fuck buddies and Luca deserved more even if he didn’t realize it. Kane cupped Luca’s cheek, staring into his eyes as he pulled his mouth away, longing to drag him onto his lap the way he’d done in the parking lot of The Abbey.  
 
    “You gonna be okay?”  
 
    “Of course I am. Don’t worry about me. Go find Freddy’s killer, Kane. That’s the important thing right now.”  
 
    “I expect I’ll be in the office all day, Luca. If you need me, call and I’ll come.”  
 
    “Stop worrying about me.” Luca reached for his cheeks, holding both sides of his jaw as he stared deeply into his eyes. “I promise I’ll be fine. Corey is coming to the funeral with me. There will be lots of people with us.” He frowned a bit, cocking his head to the side as he often did when he was thinking hard about something. “You’re not worried about me, are you? I mean I’m not in some kind of danger or anything, right?”  
 
    Kane was quick to shake his head. “Of course not. I just want to be where you are.”  
 
    Luca smiled. “Do you even realize how much you’ve changed?” 
 
    “If I have, it’s because of you. It’s always been because of you. I think you already know that and just want to hear me say it.” He smiled.  
 
    “I like hearing it.” Luca grinned at him and Kane stared into those smoky gray-blue eyes that he knew almost as well as his own.  
 
    “Remember what your tasseographer said. I am two men with a divided soul,” he said. His words came out like tires on gravel, thick with emotion. 
 
    “I remember. He said something about dying of grief if you let it continue,” Luca said. 
 
    “He said I was fighting the two men inside myself. He said I have already found my happiness and all I have to do is accept it.”  
 
    “I remember,” Luca said, dropping his hands. Kane watched him bite his lip as if breathlessly waiting for Kane’s next words. 
 
    Kane reached out and pulled him back, hugging him hard. “You’re that happiness, Luca. I really believe I never could have accepted the fact that I want a man in my bed if I hadn’t met you.” 
 
    Luca stiffened a little and Kane loosened his arms. Luca pulled back and stared at him. “A man?” Luca seemed to pause for a second and Kane realized what that probably sounded like. “So, the experiment worked. You realized you’re gay. Well, good for you, Detective.” His words were flat.  
 
      
 
     “No, idiot,” Kane said. He felt the frustration rising. Luca was going to make him say it. He’d never said it to anyone because he’d never felt the way he felt right now. “I’m trying to tell you that I’m…”  
 
    “What?” Luca demanded, running right over what he was struggling to say. “What are you, Kane? Gay? No… hmm… that can’t be it!” He made a sweeping motion with his hand to indicate his own body. “You’re a guy who’s been balls-deep inside me. Are you… homo-aware now? Homo-accepting? What is it? Come on. Don’t get shy on me now.”  
 
    He was practically vibrating in Kane’s arms. Whatever he’d done to set Luca off, it was well worth it when Kane recognized the indignation in every vowel he uttered. He couldn’t help but grin at Luca’s little outburst. When he did, Luca’s entire demeanor changed.   
 
    “Baby, if you’d stop and let me get a word or two in edgewise,” Kane said softly, “I’d tell you that I’m in love with you.” 
 
    Luca stared at him with an expression akin to shock. When he burst out laughing, Kane didn’t really know what to say or do. He’d never ever told anyone he loved them before and being laughed at wasn’t the reaction he’d been expecting. Luca’s eyes filled with tears as he laughed and Kane just stared at him, debating whether to push him out of the car or not. 
 
    “Well…,” Kane said, “that wasn’t exactly how I thought this would go. I guess I’m the idiot.”  
 
    Luca’s expression instantly changed as he stopped laughing. He reached for Kane again, holding his face. “I’m in love with you too, you big jerk. I just didn’t expect to tell you sitting in front of my apartment building. I was thinking a candlelit dinner and a good bottle of wine would have been a better choice of setting for something this important.”  
 
    Kane yanked Luca against his body. When the warmth of his smaller body relaxed with no resistance to his manhandling, a huge lump formed in his throat. “You’re in love with me?” He whispered the question into Luca’s hair. Nothing else mattered. Luca squirmed and Kane let him go.  
 
    “I’ve been in love with you since before you stopped calling me, Kane. I sensed that you were falling in love with me when Brandon Moore’s thug had me in his gun sights.”  
 
    “You knew about it all this time but, you never said anything, baby. You just let me walk away.”  
 
    Luca nodded. “Oh, don’t you see? I had to let you go, sweetheart. You had to figure it out for yourself.”  
 
    Kane shook his head. “You know, you’ve always been the adult in this relationship, Luca. I’ve been so stupid and scared to admit how much I missed you.”  
 
    “I know,” Luca said.  
 
    Kane chuckled. “Well, the whole gay thing kind of freaked me out a little too.”  
 
    “I know.” Luca gazed at him with such intelligent eyes, it really was quite stunning to see. 
 
    Kane didn’t know how he should feel. Relief, embarrassment, and foolishness all battled for the top spot. “I feel like the kid here,” Kane said.  
 
    Luca screwed up his face. “Why don’t we make a pact not to call each other a kid. And by the way, if you ever call me a kid again, I’ll kill you myself, Delancey.”  
 
    Kane laughed and pulled him close again, lingering over the mutual meeting of their lips before finally letting Luca go when a car horn blared behind them. His car was illegally parked but he’d gotten caught up in their conversation and the kisses that followed. Leaving Luca at the curb was the last thing he wanted to do right after hearing him tell him he loved him.  
 
    “I’m sorry, baby, I’ve gotta get to work,” Kane said, regret filling every word.  
 
    Luca sighed. “And I’ve got a funeral. We’ll meet up later, right?”  
 
    “Of course. I’ll pick you up from Madeline’s if you want,” Kane said.  
 
    “That would be good.” Luca kissed him again. The horn blared long and loud and they pulled away from each other laughing. “I’ll see you, love.”  
 
    Love. The word made Kane’s insides fill with warmth. He squeezed Luca’s hand. “I promise. See you later, baby.”  
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    By 6:30 that evening, Kane was tired of looking at screens. For the first half of the day, he’d been floating on air. Not only had he confessed his love to Luca but then the man had confessed the same feelings right back to him. It was amazing and frightening all at the same time. He hadn’t been lying. He might have been infatuated with women but he’d never been in love with anyone in his life and now that he was, he knew it wasn’t going away. It didn’t matter anymore that Luca was a man. Kane had fallen in love with the person, not Luca’s gender. 
 
    Kelly had been in a lousy mood all day, overtired and snappish when Kane came in and he hadn’t wanted to share his big news with her while she was in that kind of mood. He wanted people to celebrate with him, not drag him down. He’d decided to wait until she was in a better frame of mind to give her the good news. Late in the day Kane finally looked up from his computer monitor when Cassidy and Mike strolled up to their desks, relieved for the interruption.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Kane greeted, noticing their serious expressions, uncharacteristic for the two hard-boiled detectives. “What’s going on?”  
 
    Cassidy darted a glance at his partner. “Tell them what we found, Mike.”  
 
    “We followed up with a friendly detective in Vice we both know like we said we would. It turns out they had several gay junkies that they believed were murdered. They didn’t even have to look because they had a file already compiled,” Mike said.  
 
    “Why?” Kane asked.  
 
    “Get this,” Cassidy said. “They say junkies die all the time but there’s been a recent increase in violent deaths of rent boys. It’s a high-risk profession so at times they get killed by a John or end up overdosing or whatever.”  
 
    “Right,” Kelly said.  
 
    “Anyway, the detectives we talked to said they just had a feeling that recently something had changed. They began to think something was going on and that the deaths weren’t just routine like you’d expect in that profession. In fact, they had enough of a feeling that they brought the deaths to the attention of the FBI,” Mike said. 
 
    “When?” Kane asked.  
 
    “This was several months ago,” Cassidy said. “They were thinking they might have a serial killer on their hands but after examining what the detectives had, the FBI didn’t find a pattern in the deaths. They’d all died in different ways—everything from overdoses to auto accidents, to drownings. There seemed to be a common victimology but no other pattern. The detectives were really frustrated.” 
 
    “Well, we all know how that is. Sometimes it doesn’t make sense at first. There might not be a pattern but deep in your gut, you just know there is one,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s happened to me several times. It’s called instinct,” Kane said. “I bet they were even more frustrated when they couldn’t get anyone to believe them.”  
 
    “Yeah, but frustrated isn’t the word I’d use,” Mike said, chuckling darkly. “They even knew one junkie who complained that his pimp was gonna kill him in a snuff film. That was two months ago and guess what, they just found him in Griffith Park, beaten, brutally sexually assaulted, and then shot in the head… dumped like trash.”  
 
    A shiver went down Kane’s spine. “That sounds remarkably like the murder Slade Ruiz probably had planned for Kendal Mercer,” he said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Mike said. “Anyway, Cass and I spent the morning banging our heads against a wall until we got a call back from the Boston PD’s Organized Crime Unit.” 
 
    “Okay, what’d they have to add?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “We spoke to Lieutenant Monahan over there. He’s been working for years to identify members of the Boston mob on the East Coast. This afternoon, they received the profile of the bomber the FBI put out as a result of our meeting. Monahan told us that there were several mob-style hits where Carlow was their main suspect. They were quite sure Carlow was one of their primary enforcers which we already know,” Mike said. 
 
    Cassidy continued. “But once the unit got our profile, even more pieces seemed to fall into place for him and his detectives.” 
 
    Kane sat forward. “Okay, like what?”  
 
    Cassidy exchanged a glance with Mike before looking back at Kane. “Even though someone had been using bombs to blow up a variety of people, he confirmed that in the last bombing—the one where William Masters was the victim…” 
 
    Kane glanced at Kelly. She nodded slightly before he turned back to Cassidy.  
 
    “Yeah, we remember. What about that last bombing?” 
 
    “Well, not only did he sneak out of the safehouse to go to a pub just as his friend said, but also… he said that pub was the place where Masters’s pimp was known to hang out,” Cassidy finished. 
 
    “Okay, so that could mean a couple of things or it could mean nothing at all. My first thought is what if the pimp spotted Masters there and called Carlow and told him the pub was the perfect place to do the hit?” Kane asked. “I mean if he’s keeping to pattern, and Carlow picks a partner to work with who does the dirty work of procuring his perfect victim. At the same time, when the heat gets too bad, he does away with the pimp also. That way, there will be no witnesses.”  
 
    Kane’s phone suddenly vibrated and he glanced down seeing a call coming in from Luca. He pressed the button, sending it directly to voice mail so he could follow this discussion to the end. He felt like they were finally making some progress. 
 
    “You mean that Carlow used this pimp to set Masters up?” Kelly asked.  
 
    “That’s part of it,” Kane said. “I still haven’t figured out how it benefits the pimps in these scenarios. Even as used up as these prostitutes are by the time he finally turns them over to Carlow, they still lose the revenue they’d bring in.”  
 
    “Cass and I thought about that too,” Mike said, “but then, we realized that the pimp probably would break even especially if Carlow was arranging the snuff film and then getting off on it when he kills them.”  
 
    “Has anyone ever seen one of those disgusting snuff films?” Kelly asked. The look on her face was one of horror. “I’ve seen one, once. Mike might be right here because in the one I saw, it was done like a fantasy execution but the executioner was masked.”  
 
    Kane shivered. Just the thought of an innocent rent boy having his life snuffed out for someone’s entertainment made him sick to his stomach.  
 
    “Okay, so let’s unpack this for a second,” Kane said. “We all discussed how we thought Carlow researched his victims very well before killing them, right? Either he knew Masters was a prostitute before ever meeting his pimp or he used the pimp—which is more likely—to hook him up with desperate easy targets. In either scenario, he would have known Masters fit his victimology criteria the minute they met.” 
 
    “Do you guys have a theory about how Masters might have met Carlow?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Did anyone question the pimp?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Nope. He also died in the blast at the bar,” Mike said, reading from a notepad in his hand.  
 
    Kane nodded. “He was there… okay, this makes more sense now. I think we’re right on track here but that also means, he might have also used Slade Ruiz to get close to both Freddy Lombardi and Kendal Mercer. Maybe that’s how he plans on finishing Ruiz.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he doesn’t know Mercer is protected by us,” Kelly said.  
 
    “Don’t kid yourself,” Kane said. “Remember how we talked about the way the others back east were also in protection. He does his research and I’d bet money he’s trying to find out where his next victim is right now.” 
 
    “That means he’s going to contact Slade Ruiz if he’s got Mercer in his sites.” 
 
    “But he can’t get to Mercer. Unlike Freddy Lombardi, Kendal Mercer knows what’s in store for him if he’s stupid enough to leave the safehouse. He knows how Ruiz’s victims end up which is why he spilled his guts to us,” Mike said. 
 
    “Well, Carlow can no doubt get to Ruiz and I’ll just bet he’ll try to find out where Kendal Mercer is. When he finds out that Ruiz doesn’t know where he is, Carlow will look for a new victim,” Kane said. “He has to kill. It’s a compulsion.” 
 
    “I’d take that bet,” Cassidy said. “Is anyone else worried that Carlow has been quiet too long?” 
 
    “We need to find Ruiz fast. It’s Saturday night,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Who the hell knows where he hangs out,” Cassidy said, shaking his head.  
 
    Kane suddenly remembered Luca dancing with the handsome Slade Ruiz at Barcelona. He glanced at Kelly. “Where did Luca say he saw Freddy all fucked up before he was blown up?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He yanked open his desk drawer, withdrawing his notepad where he’d been scribbling things the day he and Kelly went to see Luca to talk to him about Freddy. He flipped pages and stopped as an electric shock short-circuited his brain for a few seconds. “BARCELONA” was written on the page and boldly underlined twice.  
 
    “Barcelona,” Kelly said, echoing the words in his notepad. He held it up to show everyone.  
 
    “Shit. We need to get there right now,” Kane said. “I’m not trying to sound dramatic, but this could be life or death. If Carlow has a bomb…” The words trailed off but he knew they were probably all thinking the same thing. If Carlow had a bomb and thought Ruiz could lure Kendal Mercer to the bar, he might just set the bomb off to take out Mercer, Ruiz, and anyone else who happened to be there would end up as collateral damage. 
 
    “You’re right. We all need to get there right now,” Kelly said. “I’ll call the FBI.”  
 
    “I’ll put the bomb squad on standby until we’re certain,” Mike said. 
 
    Kane stood up. “I’ll call Jarrett and Thayne. We’ll need the ATF if we think there could be a bomb.” He grabbed the phone off his desk and noted the missed call from Luca. There was a voicemail. He hit the button on his phone and played it back.  
 
    “Kane, the memorial is finished. It was wonderful and I’m exhausted. Unfortunately, Corey says I have to go out and have one drink with him and a group of other friends. I told him about us. He’s not happy so I think you have to sit down with him. Sorry… long message. Meet us at Barcelona. We’re headed out right now.”  
 
    Kane felt all the color drain from his face.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Luca and Corey walked into Barcelona around eight that night. He was feeling sad from saying goodbye to Thelma for the last time and he was looking forward to seeing Kane later that evening. All he wanted right now was to have a drink with Corey and find his man. The bar had just ended happy hour and it was full. Some of the office crowd would soon thin out because the really busy party crowd was already starting to fill the place, intent on dancing the night away or just finding a partner for the evening. Luca had only been back to the bar once or twice since Kane had found him there and chewed him out for dancing with that pimp who he said was trouble.  
 
    Thelma’s service had been lovely, warm and filled with memories as voiced by Madeline and her other close family members and friends. Luca had been honored just to be there. He missed his friend and was worn out from the day but if he had it all to do over again, he would have, if just to hear Kane tell him he loved him again. On one level, he knew Kane harbored deep feelings for him. He never would have come clean and humbled himself if he hadn’t truly meant the words he’d said. Kane was a proud man so for him to admit he was in love with Luca was a pretty huge thing. His head was still buzzing with the reality of what Kane told him while double-parked in front of his building. It was so much better than good.  
 
    The truth was, Luca had known he felt differently about Kane than anyone he’d ever dated before but to hear that his lover felt the same about him was still mind-blowing. It was completely unexpected. Once Kane came back and apologized and had done everything possible to make up for his actions, Luca had been hopeful they were headed that way but earlier today when Kane referenced their visit to his tasseographer, Luca had seen the honesty in his eyes. He was in love with Luca and considered him to be his soul mate. It was still hard to believe but it had him feeling almost giddy as he and Corey found a seat at the bar and ordered a drink.  
 
    “You’re smiling, Luca.”  
 
    Luca turned to see Corey looking at him strangely. He nodded and then was distracted as a handsome bartender blocked the light in front of them and set down their drinks. Once he’d gone, Luca leaned close to Corey and lifted his voice to be heard over the trance music pulsing through the club.  
 
    “Kane told me he loves me, Corey.”  
 
    Corey’s jaw dropped open as he stared back at him. “Are you kidding?” He scoffed. “You believe him?”  
 
    “Of course I do. If you’d seen his eyes when he admitted it to me…”  
 
    “Is he gonna come out or keep you as his dirty secret?”  
 
    Corey’s words weren’t meant to hurt him—possibly scare him—but not really hurt him. Luca felt neither of those things and he knew Corey was only looking out for him. Corey had been there to clean up the wreckage Kane had left. He smiled indulgently at Corey and took a sip of his margarita. How could he make him understand how much he loved Kane? Corey hardly knew him at all. Luca knew he was going to have to get the two of them to sit down and talk.  
 
    “He’s going to tell people. I told him I won’t be with him unless he’s willing to have a relationship out in the light of day, and he understands.”  
 
    “But, did he say he’s going to tell everyone, Luca?” 
 
    “Just leave it alone and trust me. I know you are only looking out for me, Corey but you don’t know him.”  
 
    “I know how he hurt you and I don’t want to ever see you like that again, babe. He wrecked you for weeks.”  
 
    Luca nodded soberly. “I know.”  
 
    “He went back to women once. Is he giving them up? You forget that I was with you the first time you ever saw him. I saw the blonde on his arm. I saw the kind of women he likes. Is he really willing to admit he’s bisexual? What if he’s just one of those guys in denial? He’s a cop, Luca. It’s not like he can ever come out at work. The other cops will hate him. Have you thought about anything but your dick, Luca?” Corey’s face was so sincere when he asked. Luca knew the questions were coming from a place of love.  
 
    “Yes, he’s giving up women. He’s thirty-two, Corey. Imagine for a moment that you’ve been to war, you’ve been a cop, you’ve been… around…,” Luca said, catching himself before he blurted out that Kane was actually an undercover ATF agent. Luca had met all the guys on his team. His partner at the ATF was an out and proud lesbian and Thayne and Jarrett were married partners but he couldn’t tell Corey that. Sure, Kane had been conflicted when they first met.  
 
    Luca remembered the confusing feelings he’d had when he first realized he liked boys better than girls. What if his own father had seen that in him when he was little? Maybe Lucie’s illness wasn’t the only reason he left them? All those questions had been on his mind as he grew up. He’d come to terms with it and he realized in hindsight that Kane was now dealing with the same feelings. His situation was a lot more complicated than Luca’s had been and he was going to give Kane the time to work through things. He loved him. How could he get Corey to understand that Kane wasn’t a bad guy without outing his undercover status and who he really was?  
 
    “Imagine you’ve been all those things and only dated women and imagine that you’ve been raised with a strict Catholic upbringing. Now, try to imagine how hard it was for him to say what he said to me today. He loves me and I love him. I know you love me. You’re my best friend. Can you please just get to know Kane before you leap to anymore conclusions about him? Can you do that for me, Corey?”  
 
    Corey watched him for a long time, seeming to search his eyes for something until he finally blew out a breath and nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, I can do that.” Corey reached out and rubbed him on the back. “I’m sorry, Luca. I just don’t want to see you hurt again.” He took a sip of his Long Island Iced Tea and waited. When Luca smiled at him and reached out, taking his shoulder and pulling him into a hug, he felt Corey relax beneath his touch.  
 
    “Excuse me.”  
 
    Luca looked up as a throat cleared right beside them. He met stunning green eyes that stared at him intently. Slade Ruiz, the pimp that Kane had warned him of, stood right in front of him, looking just as handsome as he had the night they’d danced together in this very club. His long silky black hair fell to his broad shoulders and the dark stubble that framed his square jaw was just as attractive as it had been the first time Luca had seen him. His full lips were turned up at the corners in an alluring smile. It was hard to believe that the man was a pimp or a panderer and as dangerous as Kane said he was but Luca believed and trusted in the man he loved. He had every intention of steering clear of Slade. When Luca said nothing, the man spoke again.  
 
    “I believe we’ve danced before,” Slade said. His voice had that same rumbling low quality to it that Luca remembered. He’d been so turned on by everything about the man from the way he looked, to the way he smelled, to the warmth of his chest when they’d swayed together on the dance floor. In his leather motorcycle jacket, he still smelled the same. “Your name is Luca, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Luca repeated robotically.  
 
    “The last time we were here, you said you were tired… from looking at mug shots.” Slade grinned and his teeth were as straight and white as Luca remembered. Even the dimples in his cheeks were gorgeous. It was hard to believe this man was dangerous but Luca forced himself to use common sense for once in his life. He remembered suddenly that Slade Ruiz was probably responsible for getting Freddy hooked on drugs so that he could exploit him. Anger surged through him. He stiffened his back but almost as soon as he did, he felt someone step on his toe… hard. Luca grunted and turned to Corey who was glaring at him.  
 
    “Luca! Introduce me to your hot friend,” Corey said, turning and batting his eyelashes at Slade as he deliberately reached for the tiny red straw in his drink with the tip of his tongue.  
 
    “It’s time to go, Corey.” Luca stopped and turned to Slade. “Sorry, I don’t remember your name and my friend here has had way too much to drink.” He reached out and grabbed Corey’s forearm and began pulling him away. 
 
    Slade stuck out his lower lip in a sexy pout. “You forgot me. How sad.”  
 
    If Luca hadn’t been warned that this man was dangerous, he would have never believed it. He seemed so charming but then again, that’s probably how he lured men into his trap. Corey stopped in his tracks and yanked his arm out of Luca’s grip, causing his drink to slosh over his hand, making his fingers sticky. He reached out and set the margarita onto the bar. 
 
    “I didn’t forget you,” Luca snapped. He turned and glanced at Corey who was now watching the dynamic between the two of them with more concern than interest. Luca knew that Corey recognized his tone and that there was a good reason why he didn’t want Corey to know the man. “We have to go,” he said to Corey. 
 
    “But we just got here, Luca.” Corey looked confused but Luca had known his friend long enough to sense the concern in his expression.  
 
    “And we have to go now.” Luca turned back to Slade who was now frowning at them. “Sorry, I just remembered we have somewhere to be.” When Slade’s big hand shot out and grabbed Luca’s bicep, a jolt of hot fear coursed down his arm, very unlike the arousal he’d once felt when Slade had taken his hand and led him out onto the very same dance floor.  
 
    “Don’t go, Luca. Dance with me and introduce me to your cute friend,” Slade said in that low, slightly-accented voice that sent shivers down Luca’s spine. 
 
    When another throat cleared beside them, Luca immediately looked up into the visage of another, even more imposing figure. The man was huge and Luca had to crane his head up even higher than he had with Slade. He didn’t like the way the man was looking at him, as though he was something to be eaten. He was massive, like some sort of musclebound warrior from the comic book movies Luca liked so much. There was nothing soft about the man and the smile he was directing down at Luca wasn’t warm.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Martin?” Slade asked, obviously recognizing the other man. The man turned to glance at Slade and Luca noticed for the first time that he had a backpack slung over his shoulder. He absently wondered how he’d gotten it through security since the bouncers at the front never let anyone bring anything larger than a purse into the club.  
 
    “I couldn’t find our mutual friend anywhere so I took a chance that you’d be here tonight,” the huge man said to Slade. He glanced back at Luca and then at Corey, offering another smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “You must imagine how happy I was when I saw you talking to these two young men. Please introduce me to your friends.”  
 
    Luca felt himself growing more and more uncomfortable as the seconds ticked by. He realized how much he needed to talk to Kane. He’d left him a message but he hadn’t called back. He tore his gaze away from the two large men in front of him and reached for his phone, pulling it out and realizing with shock that he’d had eleven missed calls and three texts, all from Kane. He set his thumb on the screen to scroll to one of the texts when Martin’s large hand covered the phone and his hand, engulfing it like a baseball mitt. Luca’s skin immediately began to crawl as he felt a sense of dread. He looked up, right into the eyes of the man who was now towering over him.  
 
    “You’re just the kind of man I’ve been looking for,” Martin said.  
 
    “He’s not…,” Slade said, leaning close to Martin and whispering into his ear.  
 
    Luca watched as Martin nodded slowly, looking Luca up and down like he was deciding if he was the kind of guy he wanted. The whole thing creeped Luca out. Who was this guy? He was looking him over like he was a slab of meat at the butcher shop. His words were strange and ever since the robbery, Luca had a pretty good instinct for who and what to be afraid of. This man was trouble—even more trouble than Slade. He still held tight to Luca’s hand—the hand with his phone. He had to call Kane right away. 
 
    As he attempted to pull his hand away from the large man’s grip, his phone slid out and crashed to the floor. Martin momentarily let go and Luca took the opportunity that presented itself and bent to retrieve the phone, grabbing Corey’s hand at the same time. When he straightened and stepped back, he locked eyes with Martin, instantly recognizing an expression of anger as it passed over his face. Corey’s hand tightened in his and Luca turned to his friend.  
 
    “Let’s go, Luca,” Corey said. He was wide-eyed and his hand was trembling in his. Luca nodded, turning back to the two men as he took two more steps back, taking a willing Corey with him.  
 
    “Gotta go!” he yelled over his shoulder as he turned and yanked Corey forward. They began making their way through the club toward the entrance as the two men behind him called his name. He sped up to create more distance between them, not even needing to drag Corey along since he was holding onto his hand with a death grip. The music suddenly shut off and red lights began flashing just as an ear-shattering klaxon began blaring an intermittent warning throughout the club. The sound was terrifying but the voice that blasted out of the speakers all around the room was even more so.  
 
    “Barcelona is now closed. Please make your way to the nearest exit door in an orderly fashion.”  
 
    Luca’s ears instantly perked up as the sound of Kane’s voice spoke the words calmly into a microphone somewhere on the premises. At that moment, he knew that his instincts had been right. The two men behind them were trouble and Kane had no doubt tracked his phone when he couldn’t reach him. As he struggled to move toward the front of the busy club through the now crushing mass of bodies headed in the same direction, he realized Kane had to be frantic. Something had to be especially worrisome or he wouldn’t have come here searching for him. It frankly scared the crap out of Luca but he held on to Corey like his life depended on it, realizing that every step they took was just one more step closer to safety.  
 
    “Make your way to the nearest exit door in an orderly fashion,” a new voice said. 
 
    Luca wondered absently where Kane was but in truth, he already knew. He was searching for Luca. If their roles had been reversed, that’s what Luca would have been doing. He had no idea what had prompted the evacuation of the club, but deep down he sensed it had something to do with the two large men. 
 
    Luca tried to remain calm as they moved but every time the voice repeated the need for the patrons of Barcelona to evacuate in an orderly fashion, more and more people began to panic around them. The club was even more packed than it had been at happy hour. Luca could see the red exit sign of the front door about forty feet away but there was a mass of people in between the door and them. He didn’t look back because he knew that Slade and the man he’d called Martin were looming back there, no doubt even more a danger than whatever had prompted the evacuation to begin with.  
 
    Someone behind them suddenly shouted and Luca was shoved forward. Corey’s hand was ripped away and then a second later, Luca was propelled forward into someone else’s back. With nowhere to go, he was crushed against the body in front of him, jostled by someone behind him. He panicked as he lost track of Corey and he called out for his friend. When Corey cried out from several feet behind him, Luca found that he couldn’t even turn his body to look, pinned the way he was.  
 
    People all around them were pushing for the front door as the voice over the loudspeaker rang out again. Someone screamed right beside him and Luca only had a second to gasp in pain from a hard shove in the center of his back when the massive body behind him slammed into him, taking him to his knees, and flattening him to the ground. The concrete floor rushed up at his face. The last thing he remembered was his breath leaving his body as his world went dark. 
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    The moment Kane read Luca’s text, he’d gone a little bit crazy. He’d immediately grabbed his gun out of his desk and run toward the door, yelling over his shoulder that Luca was at Barcelona. He hadn’t waited for Kelly or Cassidy or Mike, grabbing the first bike cop he’d found in the parking lot and asked for his keys. In seconds, he’d been on the back of a police motorcycle with the lights and sirens going as he tore through the streets toward Barcelona. When he’d parked at the front door of the club and jumped off, the patrons who’d lined up to get inside parted like the Red Sea when he flashed a badge.  
 
    Kane found the club manager first, hastily explaining that there was a bomb threat and that he needed to evacuate Barcelona immediately. When the manager stood there dumbfounded and slightly skeptical, Kane had pushed by him, found the DJ booth, and grabbed the microphone, making his own call for the club goers to evacuate. The DJ booth was up a flight of stairs at the back of the club and Kane peered through the window as people began heading toward the exit doors. When he spotted Martin Carlow and Slade Ruiz talking to Luca, Kane had felt almost instant panic. He’d turned to find Cassidy standing behind him with a breathless Mike and had stepped aside, letting Cassidy take over at the microphone. All this was why he was now charging back down the stairs to find Luca before he became Carlow’s next victim. 
 
    Trying to make his way quickly to the last place he’d seen Luca was a feat of strength and pure adrenaline as Kane pushed through the crowd, heading the opposite direction of their flight. He was tall and he constantly scanned the tops of heads, searching for the silky brown hair of his lover. He was growing more and more frustrated as the crowd thinned out. When he suddenly spotted a crumpled form lying unconscious on the ground only ten feet from him, Kane’s heart nearly stopped. Luca’s clothes were dirty and he looked like he’d been trampled. His friend knelt at his side and when Kane ran up, the young man he’d met at The Abbey looked up at him, tears streaming down his face.  
 
    “He’s hurt. Someone must have pushed him down but then stepped… oh, God! Please help me get him out of here!”  
 
    Kane glanced momentarily at Corey and then squatted beside Luca, reaching down to gently turn his face. His nose was bleeding and looked like it was broken and there were droplets of blood near his body. Kane’s heart raced as he reached out and felt Luca’s carotid pulse, relieved when he felt the steady heartbeat under his fingers. He looked up at the young man.  
 
    “He’s okay.”  
 
    “Thank God. Please help us,” he pleaded.  
 
    Kane nodded and looked down at Luca, quickly running his hands over his limbs to make sure nothing was broken. When Luca opened his eyes, relief flooded his senses.  
 
    “Luca… baby… I don’t want to move you but we have to get you out of here.” 
 
    People were still running by them, tripping and nearly falling over them as they made for the exit.  
 
    Luca reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m all right. Someone just knocked me out. I’m not paralyzed or anything, see?” Luca began to roll over and Kane held his breath, watching his limbs and the way he moved his neck, grateful that he seemed okay. Luca reached up and Kane took both of his hands, pulling him gently to a sitting position, closely watching his face.  
 
    “Oh my God!” Corey suddenly screamed and Kane looked up to find Luca’s friend pointing. Standing at the bar, where Kane had first seen Luca, was Slade Ruiz, holding a backpack up over his head. Upon closer inspection, Kane could see the man’s hands were cuffed to the pack and then to an exposed metal pipe running horizontally above the front of the bar like the grab bar on a train. The pipe was part of Barcelona’s shabby chic interior décor which included exposed brick walls and silver ventilation ducting running along the ceiling. 
 
    “Help me!” Slade shouted. “He left me! Please! Help me!”  
 
    Kane knew exactly what was happening. Martin Carlow had done exactly what they’d predicted he’d do. He’d turned on yet another one of his partners and Slade held the backpack filled with explosives, shrapnel, and instant death. There was no helping Slade Ruiz. He knew Carlow had detonated the bomb outside of Marty’s with some sort of remote device and that’s exactly what he’d be doing as soon as he was far enough away not to be killed by his own bomb. Kane looked down at Luca, knowing that he was making the only decision he could. He grabbed him under the arms, pulled him to a standing position, and hefted him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry before turning to Corey.  
 
    “He’s holding a bomb! Get the hell out of here! I’m right behind you! Go, Corey! I’m not going to let anything happen to Luca! Get your ass in gear!” he shouted when Corey stared at him like he was crazy. 
 
    Corey turned and began to run through the almost empty club and Kane followed, with Luca bouncing over his shoulder, howling like a banshee to put him down. Kane wasn’t taking any chances though. As they headed for the exit, Kane heard Ruiz screaming and crying behind them, yanking at the handcuffs. He could only imagine the terror that was going through the man and knowing how he was about to die made Kane sick, regardless of the fact that he was a really bad man who’d been responsible for his share of untimely deaths and even murder.  
 
    They made it to the entrance and met Cassidy and Mike charging down the stairs from the DJ booth just as the explosive concussion tossed them off their feet. Seconds later, Kane was up again and Luca was tucked protectively at his side with Corey running in front of them. Mike and Cassidy had taken up the rear as they herded the last few bar patrons outside into the fresh night air. Black smoke and noise exploded out of the bar behind them, pelting them all with debris and ash as they made it outside.  
 
    There was a great creaking groan from the building as they stumbled out into the middle of the parking lot where the bomb squad, several fire companies, and Kane’s friends from the ATF were assembled. Kelly was waiting for them and ran over to them, throwing her arms around Kane’s neck and then Luca’s, hugging them both tightly and repeating over and over how scared she’d been when she was unable to fight her way inside the building the way Kane had. Kane let go of Luca momentarily and took her into his arms, followed by Dev who waited for Kelly to let go. Over Dev’s shoulder, he spotted Luca hugging Corey as his young friend cried. In all of the chaos of the night, Luca was safe and sound and that’s all that mattered. The man Kane loved had survived this time, even though they’d somehow lost track of Carlow.  
 
    The bastard had slipped away right under their noses.  
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The search for Martin Carlow in and around the ruins of Barcelona had turned up nothing just as they’d all feared. The only body found—or pieces of it—had been that of Slade Ruiz, the infamous pimp who’d once danced with Luca in the same bar, probably seeking to draw him into his web the way he’d done with many others. Slade had left the world in much the same way as he’d been brought into it, the victim of a man who was more evil than he was. No one could excuse the kind of man he’d become, but in the end, no one could really fault him either. He was a product of what the world made him—a vicious killer with no soul. Had someone loved him, raised him right, perhaps he’d still be alive. 
 
    Luca and Corey wouldn’t have escaped the bomber if Kane hadn’t gone in to save them. Their proximity to the bar where Luca had fallen on the floor would have surely resulted in their death had Kane gotten there even a minute later. Luca had escaped the bar with a broken nose, many deep bruises where people had stumbled over him and kicked his prone form on the floor, but most of all a bruised ego from the way Kane had gone all caveman on him, carrying him out of the bar over his shoulder. He’d made Kane promise never to do something that made him feel like a girl again, even if it meant sacrificing his life. Kane had only agreed after laughing for ten minutes.  
 
    When Stephen Auerbach heard about what had happened at Barcelona, he’d told Luca in no uncertain terms that he was not allowed to go back to work until he’d rested or until the bruises on his face healed. He figured it would be a couple of weeks and even though Luca protested that he was needed, Stephen shut him down by arranging for a manager from another store to go in and help out until he was back. Kane was relieved to have Luca take some time off until he and the team investigating Carlow tried to figure out what his next move would be so they could get ahead of him. 
 
    Stephen also helped to set up a charity foundation for the owners of Barcelona who were a young gay couple he knew very well. All proceeds were to go to rebuild whatever insurance wouldn’t cover, with the excess to go to his newly-formed “Auerbach AIDS Foundation and Centers for LGBT Youth”. The owners were excited to be the benefactors of Stephen Auerbach’s expertise and friendship and the great publicity his name brought with it.  
 
    As Kane sat on his couch playing with Dorothy and Toto who ran all over him and the furniture, he waited for Luca to get out of his shower. It had been over a week since the bombing and they were expecting company. Luca came walking down the hall wearing only low-slung jeans, drying his hair with a towel, when the doorbell rang. Kane looked up and began to get off the couch when Luca waved him back down.  
 
    “You’ve got the ferrets. Sit down. I’ll get it,” he said, tossing a sideways grin at Kane.  
 
    Kane nodded and watched Luca as he disappeared down the stairs to the ground level. He heard the slide of the deadbolt and then the front door opened. There was a muffled greeting and then the front door closed, the lock reengaged. He listened as feet tromped up the stairs. Luca appeared first, followed by Corey. The blond cast a sly glance in his direction as he followed Luca into Kane’s living room. Kane smiled and then stood up, setting Dorothy down on the couch beside Toto who stood up on his hind legs and waved two tiny paws at Corey. Corey grinned at the small animal and then turned to Kane’s towering form, swallowing hard and losing his grin as easily as it had come.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Luca said, breaking the silence as he hooked a thumb toward the bedroom. “I gotta get a shirt.” He slipped out of the room and down the hall before either Corey or Kane could say a thing. They stood there staring at each other awkwardly.  
 
    “Why don’t you have a seat?” Kane said, sweeping a hand at the couch and moving away to sit in a club chair so that Corey could sit. “Just push them aside. They won’t bite or anything.” 
 
    Corey dragged his gaze away from Kane and glanced down at Dorothy who lounged on the couch where Kane’s butt had warmed the seat and then at Toto who scampered along the back of the sofa to stand close to Corey. As soon as Corey looked at him, Toto launched off the couch back with both hind legs and hurled himself into the young man’s arms. Corey instantly burst into laughter as he caught the little ferret and nuzzled his face into its fur. When he looked up at Kane again, he was laughing.  
 
    “He’s so cute. Oh my God! What’s his name?”  
 
    “That’s Toto and his mate is Dorothy,” Kane replied, smiling.  
 
    Toto reached two tiny paws up and held both of Corey’s cheeks before chirping at him and then jumping onto his shoulder and then his head where he began kneading his hair. Corey giggled and Kane looked away drawn by the low chuckle coming from Luca as he walked into the room wearing a soft gray Aerosmith T-shirt that Kane loved. He put his arm around Luca, looking down into his eyes, still healing from the black they’d been from hitting concrete. The swelling in his face had gone down and he only wore one white strip of tape over the bridge of his nose. Luca stood on his tiptoes and Kane bent to peck him on the lips before sitting down on the chair. Instead of walking over to where Corey was now sitting on the couch with Toto grooming the top of his head, Luca sat on the floor at Kane’s feet, fitting himself back against the chair between Kane’s knees.  
 
    “I’m glad you invited me over,” Corey said. “You have a nice house, Kane.”  
 
    “Thanks, Corey. You’re welcome any time. Luca is your best friend and I hope that we can be friends too.”  
 
    “I was wrong about you. I know how bad Luca was hurt before and I just wanted to protect him, you know?” Corey stopped talking and suddenly laughed as Toto leaned down over his forehead and looked at him upside down before chirping in his face. When Corey finally looked back at Kane, Kane nodded as he stroked long fingers through the damp strands of Luca’s hair. 
 
    “I know and I appreciate that. Luca told me. I hope you’ll believe me when I tell you that I love him and I will never ever do anything to intentionally hurt him again,” Kane said, a little surprised how easily the words slipped off his tongue. He’d never admitted to anyone but Luca that he was in love with him. 
 
    Luca turned his head and looked up at Kane, offering him the widest smile he possibly could before brushing his cheek against the back of Kane’s hand. When Kane glanced back up at Corey, he was smiling at him. Several moments of silence stretched between them until Corey finally spoke up again.  
 
    “Is Luca still in danger?” he asked.  
 
    “Cor…,” Luca began when Kane squeezed his shoulder.  
 
    “It’s okay, Luca. He should know so that if anyone suspicious comes around, he knows what to look out for. The reason we all arrived at Barcelona before the bomb went off is because we’ve been working on figuring out who this guy is for weeks, even months now,” Kane said.  
 
    “The LAPD?” Corey asked.  
 
    Kane nodded. “The LAPD, the FBI, the ATF, and several other agencies are working together on this one. We believe there is a very bad man killing gay men. We think he is responsible for Freddy Lombardi’s death and many others. You and Luca both met him at Barcelona.”  
 
    Corey’s eyes widened. “We did?”  
 
    “Yeah, he was the guy with Slade,” Luca said. “The guy called Martin.”  
 
    “That huge Hulk look-alike?”  
 
    “Yes. His name is Martin Carlow and he’s a very bad guy, Corey,” Kane said. “If you ever see him—I don’t care where you are or what time of night it is—you need to call 911 and then me. You need to get the hell away from him and anyone who’s with you needs to run away too. I mean it. You have to get away from him as fast as possible. He finds his victims in bars like Marty’s and Barcelona. Please understand how dangerous this guy is, okay?” 
 
    Corey looked between Luca and Kane as he nodded. “I will. I promise. Thanks for telling me.”  
 
    Kane patted Luca on the shoulder and then stood up, walking over to the kitchen table where he picked up some fliers with Carlow’s picture and vital statistics before walking back to Corey.  
 
    “Here. Take some of these and hand them out to everyone you know. Tell all your friends who go to bars that he’s looking for vulnerable gay guys to victimize. Until now he’s been using pimps like Slade Ruiz to provide rent boys for him to victimize but his tactics might change since we nearly caught him. You have to be careful.” He handed the fliers to Corey and gently laid his hand on his shoulder. “Thank you for being there for Luca when I was acting like such a complete dick.”  
 
    When Corey smiled, Kane saw the appeal of the sweet young man. Corey stepped back and held out a hand. Kane shook it and smiled back at the man.  
 
    “Just don’t let it happen again or I will kick your ass, Delancey,” Corey said as Luca walked over and stood between the two. He leaned in and kissed Corey’s cheek.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll walk you to the door, idiot,” Luca said.  
 
    Kane grinned and waved as Corey turned and walked away from them. As they clomped down the stairs he heard giggles and then loud whispers.  
 
    “Jesus, could he be any hotter, Luca? No wonder you want to be under the man day and night.”  
 
    “Shh…” Luca hushed him. 
 
    A low whistle followed and Kane couldn’t help but chuckle. He went over to the couch and held out a hand for Toto who jumped up onto it. He scrambled up his arm and climbed on top of his head and when he heard the door close, he watched the top of the stairs until Luca appeared. He was smiling and relaxed and when Kane held out both arms, Luca walked right into them.  
 
    Right where he belonged.  
 
  
 
  



 If you enjoyed Play with Me and would like to continue the series with book 3, Gay with Me will be available for presale on Amazon soon! Click here to reserve your copy! 
 
    Blurb:  
 
    ATF special agent Kane Delancey has a new boyfriend. After nearly losing Luca to a monster, he knows how precious life can be. He was repentant when he returned to fall on his sword with Luca but as things have turned out, it was probably the most intelligent thing he’s ever done. If he thought life was full before meeting the handsome young jeweler, he’d been fooling himself. Luca is sweet, kind, and the funniest person Kane has ever met.  
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