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        Black and white. Right and wrong.

        That’s how Craig Bailey has always lived his life.

        The son of a fallen, decorated police officer,

        he’s had no choice but to follow the rules.

        Until he met the ultimate bad boy

        and decided to follow him instead.

      

        

      
        Henri Boudreaux is everything Bailey never knew he wanted.

        Mysterious, sexy, and hiding more secrets than friends.

        He’s exactly the kind of man Bailey knows could break his heart.

      

        

      
        But there’s a vulnerability to Henri that calls to Bailey.

        A longing for a connection that Bailey is unable to resist.

        And while Bailey has always lived his life on the straight and narrow, he is now beginning to understand that falling in love is never so black and white.
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        To Henri,

        Never have I met a person more deserving of love.

        Let me be the one to show you that.

        Let me be the one to love you.

        ~ Bailey
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        CONFESSION

        I always thought the best way to get a jump start on the day was coffee.

        I was wrong.

      

      

      

      THE SOFT BEAT of a classic rock song filtered through Craig Bailey’s bedroom hours later, where the curtains were still drawn, casting shadows around the room.

      As he opened his eyes and stretched beneath the duvet, the sheets slid over his naked body and a delicious lethargy overtook his limbs. The sleepy haze of dreams lifted next, and one by one all of the reasons his body felt so unbelievably satisfied came crashing back in. Reasons that began and ended with Henri Boudreaux.

      A lazy smile curved Bailey’s lips as he rolled to his side and reached across the bed for the man responsible for his good mood. But when his hand came up empty, he froze in place, his heart skidding to a stop when all he felt was a cool, empty sheet beside him.

      No, Bailey thought as his smile fell and his stomach twisted. Please don’t have vanished. But as reality began to intrude on his perfect little fantasy, a sense of dread began to knot in his gut, because the truth of the matter was that of course his bed was empty. Vanishing was Henri’s forte.

      As disappointment flooded him, Bailey told himself not to read too much into it. It wasn’t as though they’d made plans for later in the day, nor had they discussed whether Henri would stay. As far as he knew, Henri might’ve had to go to work—and speaking of work, Bailey still had no idea what it was Henri did for a living.

      In fact, he knew next to nothing about him. But as Bailey lay there in his empty bed, his muscles languid and relaxed in the best way, he decided he wasn’t going to dwell on that. Hell, for once in his life, he was going to embrace and enjoy the moment of spontaneity that had had him speeding home earlier that morning to jump into bed with a man who’d consumed his thoughts ever since they’d met.

      He wasn’t going to overanalyze, wasn’t going to freak out. Instead, he was going to get off his ass and actually do something about this attraction he was feeling. He wasn’t going to sit idly by and mope around waiting for Henri to call him. After his shower, he’d be the one to call. He’d be the one to see what Henri was up to and invite him out, because while Henri might not be the kind of man to stick around after a hot-as-hell roll between the sheets, he was most definitely into what they had going on here. Of that, Bailey was certain, and he didn’t plan to let some last-minute shyness or misunderstanding get in his way.

      Tossing back the covers, Bailey swung his legs over the edge of the mattress and padded through to the en suite. Fumbling for the light switch, he winced when it flicked on and the room lit up brighter than the morning sun. But when his eyes adjusted and roved around the room, Bailey’s cock stiffened with renewed arousal as it remembered in great detail the expert way Henri had stroked him to orgasm in that very room. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so free with another person, so…himself, and when his eyes cut to the empty shower stall and he recalled his hungry response to Henri, Bailey knew nothing was going to stop him from reaching out and tracking that man down today.

      Last night and this morning had been a wake-up call for him. For far too long, Bailey had convinced himself that he hadn’t been missing out on much in the way of dating and physical intimacy, that he was content with his everyday, normal routine. All that other stuff? It just seemed like another chore he had to go through, something that was expected of him as a single guy in his thirties who must be looking for companionship or love. But when the results had been less than exciting the last few go-arounds, he’d all but given up.

      This was different, though. Henri was different. Everything about him was exhilarating, impulsive, and so unexpected that Bailey found himself willing to put himself out there just to see where this connection would take him next—and so far, he was yet to be disappointed.

      About to head to the shower and turn on the hot water, Bailey was brought up short by a loud whirring sound that echoed up the hall of his house and cut into the silence.

      Jerking his head to the left, he snatched a towel off the rack and wound it around his hips. Then he quickly headed to the bathroom door and scanned his bedroom again.

      There were no scattered clothes, no evidence of another person in sight. The room was, as it always was when he woke, empty. But as he stepped out into the hall, he spotted a leather jacket slung over the back of his couch as a muffled curse came from the kitchen.

      Bailey’s lips curved despite his raised blood pressure and hammering heart—Henri was still there.

      Clutching the towel at his hip, Bailey headed down the hall through his living room, and as he came to a stop in the doorway, his eyes landed on a tight white t-shirt that stretched across broad shoulders, and well-worn jeans that cupped an ass he suddenly wanted to grab.

      Bailey tried to find his tongue to announce himself, to get Henri to turn around so he could once again look at his striking face. But before he could find his voice, those shoulders straightened as though Henri felt him standing there, and then Henri looked over.

      Good God. If Bailey had thought the memory of Henri did crazy things to him, the full-on impact of the man standing at his coffee machine in the flesh was like a one-two punch that just about rendered him useless.

      With dark, disheveled hair, unbuttoned jeans, and a look in his eyes that guaranteed the erect cock behind Bailey’s towel was going nowhere soon, Henri was better than any cup of coffee Bailey could’ve made to get his day jump-started.

      “Well, hey there,” Henri said as he turned and leaned back against the counter, his eyes taking a slow tour of all the naked skin Bailey was now highly aware was on display.

      “Hey,” Bailey managed under that perusal, as Henri pushed off the counter and made his way across the kitchen.

      “I was trying to be quiet and not wake you, but”—Henri gestured with a thumb at the counter behind him—“you have a really fucking complicated coffee machine, Bailey.”

      Bailey grinned as Henri continued in his direction, a smirk now crossing that wicked mouth, reminding Bailey of all the reasons he’d given in to this bad boy in the first place.

      “You could’ve gone out and gotten coffee…”

      “I could’ve,” Henri said as he finally came to a stop opposite him. “But then I would’ve missed out on seeing you dressed like this. Or not dressed like this. Damn, Bailey, you look fuckin’ good first thing outta bed.”

      Bailey swallowed as Henri took his chin between his fingers.

      “I wasn’t sure you were still here.” Bailey licked his lips. “You know, when I woke.”

      Henri ran the pad of his thumb over Bailey’s lower lip, his dark eyes roving over Bailey’s face as though searching for some kind of hidden meaning. “Did you want me to go?”

      Bailey’s stomach twisted at the thought, that dread from earlier again making an appearance as he shook his head. “No.”

      “Good.” Henri lowered his head and brushed his lips over the path his thumb was taking. “’Cause I’m finding it more difficult to leave than stay these days. That’s your fault. You know that, right?”

      Bailey’s heart thumped so hard that it was a miracle it didn’t start to echo in the kitchen like a backbeat to Henri’s words.

      Then Henri kissed his way up to his ear and added, “I was trying to let you rest for a bit. You worked a long shift, and I figured you needed the sleep.”

      The genuine concern for Bailey’s well-being, coupled with the sensual spell Henri was weaving, had all of those crazy emotions swirling inside Bailey’s brain again, as he turned his head to look into the face that made his blood run hot, even as it made him long for things he didn’t yet understand.

      “Thank you. I appreciate your concern,” Bailey said, and then wanted to slap himself in the back of the head.

      Here he was standing half-naked in his kitchen with the sexiest man he’d ever met, thanking him for letting him sleep. Jesus, how lame am I?

      But then Henri chuckled, and the deep rumble made all thoughts other than lust disappear in an instant.

      “You’re lying.”

      Bailey’s mouth fell open, but then Henri grinned like the devil himself.

      “You don’t appreciate it at all. You wanted me to wake you up, roll you over, and make you come all over again. That’s okay. You can admit it. There’s no need to be shy, remember? Not with me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      AS BAILEY’S EYES darkened, Henri thanked whatever good fortune had brought this man into his life and wound his other arm around Bailey’s waist to hold him in place.

      He hadn’t been sure what kind of reception he’d get when Bailey woke up and found him still there this afternoon. It could’ve gone one of two ways, but as he smoothed a hand over the towel covering Bailey’s ass, Henri had to admit that this way was most definitely the preferred response.

      This was exactly what he’d needed after banishing that hellish nightmare he’d had earlier back to the dark depths of where it had come from. This physical connection, this chemistry between them, to remind him exactly why he thought he still had a right to be there.

      But this is why, Henri thought, as Bailey’s body molded to his once again. His cop was on fire, had been a lit stick of dynamite waiting to go off ever since he’d walked into the kitchen and Henri had turned to see him standing there in nothing but a fucking towel. And when Bailey looped his arms around Henri’s neck, and that material dropped to the floor? The fuse ignited, and Henri knew nothing was going to make him walk away. Not now. Not that first time.

      There was something about Bailey that drew him in and wouldn’t let him go, and while Henri knew that was incredibly dangerous for the both of them, he also found the draw intoxicating.

      Henri scraped his teeth along the stubble of Bailey’s jaw as he walked him backward so his ass was up against the table of the breakfast nook.

      “So, since I can’t get your damn coffee maker to work, how about we see if I can wake you up some other way instead?”

      Bailey’s chest rose and fell as he eyed Henri.

      “Ever been naked in your kitchen before, officer?”

      Bailey shook his head, his cheeks coloring, making Henri want to push this a little further.

      “No?” Henri took a step back and openly admired the spectacular body now on full display for him, then he reached down and unzipped his jeans. “Hmm. Well, from now on, I think you should implement a new rule around your house. When I’m here, just forget your clothes altogether.”

      Despite his obvious shyness at his nudity, the corners of Bailey’s lips tilted up as his eyes fell to the hand Henri was now shoving into his jeans. “So just walk around here naked, huh? Does that rule apply to both of us? Because if that’s the case, you’re wearing way too many clothes.”

      Henri glanced down at himself, and then back to Bailey, who was chewing on his lower lip.

      “You know what?” Henri said, and winked. “You’re right.”

      Henri reached over his shoulder to grip his t-shirt and pull it off, and as it came free, he tossed it to the floor and shoved his jeans down. Then, before he could blink, his cop was on the move.

      Bailey stepped forward, closing the distance between them, his palms landing on Henri’s chest, his fingers flirting with the piercings he was obsessed with, and when their lips connected—that was it.

      Henri opened to Bailey in a heartbeat, his lips parting to grant access to the rapacious tongue that was now shoving inside, as their cocks grazed up against each other and greedy hands grabbed for naked hips and waists.

      The air in the kitchen all but sizzled with sexual energy as lust, desire, and need crackled around them, and when Bailey walked Henri backward to the center island and straddled either side of his thigh, Henri grabbed on to Bailey’s bare ass and began to rock into that built body, more than happy to be the one Bailey was using to get himself off.

      “Fuck.” Henri ripped his mouth free to get a good look at the gorgeous face in front of his. Bailey’s cheeks were flushed, and with that buzzed hair and his eyes alight, he looked like a wild man.

      Henri could feel the sticky pre-cum on his thigh as he dug his fingers into Bailey’s rounded ass and pulled him in harder, and then he bit down on Bailey’s lip and said, “I’m about two seconds away from dragging you to your kitchen floor.”

      Bailey all but crawled up him then, and when they were eye to eye, he said, “Do it,” and Henri didn’t need a second invitation.

      With more dexterity than he would’ve imagined they could possess, Henri wound up on his back between the kitchen island and counter, with the cool tile under him and Bailey—fucking hell—straddling his waist.

      He smoothed his palms up Bailey’s muscled thighs as his cop wrapped a hand around his dick and stroked, and when Bailey rocked back against Henri’s stiff length, Henri gnashed his teeth together.

      In the rush to get close to each other again, they hadn’t overly thought this through, and now that they were here with no provisions, as such, Henri couldn’t help but tease his needy cop a little.

      “Now whatcha gonna do, officer?”

      Bailey’s eyes trailed down over Henri, and then he slicked his tongue over his lips and leaned down to plant a hand on either side of Henri’s head.

      As he did, Bailey slid his hips back until their erections were in direct contact. “I’m going to wake up the way I wanted to all along.”

      Henri’s hands found his waist then, as he craned his head up and said against Bailey’s lips, “Oh yeah? And how’s that?”

      Bailey began to roll his hips, then he reached down, wrapped a palm around the two of them, and whispered, “I’m going to come all over you.”

      Henri’s hips bucked up at the bold promise; he loved that Bailey was now comfortable enough to let go, as he began to work their erections like a pro. Then all talking ceased, Bailey’s lips were on Henri’s, and as the two of them consumed one another on the kitchen floor, nothing else existed.

      Not time. Not space. Not even who they were. All that mattered in that moment was that they were together. That they were chasing after the same thing and nothing was going to get in their way.

      “Henri…” Bailey’s raspy sigh made Henri’s fingers dig harder into Bailey’s ass in an effort to get closer. “God… I… Fuck…”

      Bailey nuzzled his face into the crook of Henri’s neck as he continued to move above him, and Henri brought his other hand up to massage the back of Bailey’s head.

      With both hands, Henri anchored Bailey to him as though he were afraid he might disappear. His orgasm was right there, and he was hanging on by a thread as Bailey gave them that last hard pull—when suddenly, a loud pounding that wasn’t them intruded on their world.

      Like a bucket of ice water had been tossed over the top of them, Bailey tensed over Henri and froze in place. But there was no way Henri was letting the outside world intrude now, not when they were this fucking close. So, he rolled them over and took over Bailey’s stroking, crashing their mouths together in a soul-destroying kiss designed to blow the top of Bailey’s head off—and it worked.

      Bailey’s hips punched up, his dick gliding along the slick underside of Henri’s, as he tore his mouth free, bit down into his lip, and craned his head back on the tiles underneath him.

      His orgasm slammed into him at the same time Henri’s did, the rush of arousal exploding between the two of them in a hot, sticky burst of cum, and still the pounding on the door continued.

      Bailey dug his fingers into Henri’s arms and trembled, as he finally opened his eyes and looked up into Henri’s face. But before either of them could say a word, an all-too-familiar voice shouted through the door, “Bailey! Open this fucking door now! I see your car out here, and I know who you have in there!”

      Bailey’s eyes widened and his cheeks turned scarlet, as he brought a finger up to press it to Henri’s lips. “Shit. That’s my brother. Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      You could say that again, Henri thought, as he began to move off the sexy man who clearly hadn’t heard—or registered—everything that had just been shouted through the door. Because standing outside, on Bailey’s front stoop, was one of the main reasons this thing between them was about to get all kinds of complicated—Detective Dick.

      So, now was probably a good time to mention that they already knew each other…right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        Nothing like being blindsided by a dick.

      

      

      

      SHIT.

      THAT WAS the only word registering in Bailey’s brain as the delicious aftershocks that were still racking his body subsided, and the thumping on his front door increased in volume and pace.

      Damn Sean. His timing couldn’t be worse. Well, that wasn’t true—it could’ve been way worse, as in midway through one of the hottest encounters of Bailey’s life instead of at the end. But regardless of the timing, Bailey’s oldest brother was the last person on the planet he wanted to deal with right now, especially when Henri was now backing off him and rising to his feet in all his naked glory—because wow. It was difficult to think when someone as phenomenal as that was now standing above you, covered in the proof of your mutual desire.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      “Bailey! You better open up this door. Right fucking now!”

      Jesus. What the hell was the matter with him? At the persistent knocking, Henri glanced across the kitchen in the direction of the front door, then turned his attention back to Bailey and grimaced.

      “Uh, he doesn’t seem to be letting up out there.”

      No shit, Bailey thought, as he shoved up to his elbow and looked around the end of the island to reassure himself that Sean hadn’t broken down the damn door.

      “I’m kinda hoping he doesn’t have a key?”

      When all was clear, Bailey shook his head. “No. I took their keys away when I moved in.” He grinned and added, “Changed the locks too.”

      Henri chuckled and held his hand out, and Bailey took it and hauled him to his feet.

      “Smart man.”

      “Mhmm,” Bailey said. “My brothers have no boundaries. After I moved in, they used to come in and out of here like Mom and Dad still lived here.”

      “Ah, gotcha.”

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Bailey startled at the loud banging, and when his phone started ringing out in the living room, he groaned.

      “Oh my God. He is not giving up. I’m sorry. He’s not usually this annoying, or…persistent.”

      Then again, this was the first time Sean had really had something to interrupt and annoy Bailey about. It wasn’t like Bailey was in the habit of entertaining men at his house on the regular, so it was hardly Sean’s fault he was currently intruding on a very private wake-up call.

      Henri winced and reluctantly let Bailey go as he scooped up his jeans and shirt. “Yeah, about that—I might have some idea what his problem is. Here, why don’t you take these? I’ll grab the towel.”

      Bailey frowned and reached for the clothes Henri was holding out to him. “What do you mean you might have an idea?” he said, as he quickly pulled on Henri’s jeans and shirt, and when Henri’s cologne swirled around him, Bailey took a deep inhale and knew he’d forever think of this moment on his kitchen floor whenever he smelled it.

      “Uh, well, I wasn’t sure at first, but it turns out…I kind of know your brother.”

      Nothing Henri could’ve said then would’ve shocked Bailey more than that. His mouth fell open.

      “Wait.” As Bailey’s brain tried to play catch-up, Sean began beating on the door again, and he shook his head. “What do you mean you know my brother?”

      Henri tucked the edge of the towel in at his hip, and Bailey thought it a testament to just how thrown for a loop he was that he was busy thinking about Sean, instead of the fact that Henri looked smokin’ hot standing in nothing but a towel.

      “I, um, work with him sometimes.”

      What in the—

      “Bailey! Open this damn door, now!” Sean’s shout and his fist on the door finally snapped Bailey out of his momentary shock as he stared in bewilderment at Henri.

      “I, uh…” Bailey rubbed his head and down to the back of his neck. “I need to answer the door.”

      “Right, yeah,” Henri said as he stepped aside. “I’m gonna go clean up in the bathroom and let you two, you know, talk.”

      Henri took a step away, and as he went to leave, Bailey reached out and took hold of his arm.

      Henri stopped, and when he looked back, Bailey said, “Is there anything else I should know about this? About the two of you? He seems pretty fired up.”

      A flash of something, Bailey wasn’t sure what, flickered in Henri’s eyes. But then he shook his head. “Nope. Ask him whatever you like. I just wasn’t sure of the connection until now.”

      Bailey slowly nodded, still trying to wrap his mind around what he’d just found out, and then let go of Henri’s arm. “Okay. Leave Sean to me. I’ll let you know when the coast is clear.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      As Henri walked out of the kitchen and down the hall, Bailey watched him go and got stuck on those three words for a second—I’ll be here. They were so simple, so everyday, but coming from a man like Henri, a man who, by his own admission, didn’t stay? They were powerful. And even with Sean banging down the door and throwing a wrench in their afternoon, Henri was still sticking around.

      That has to mean something, right?

      Trying not to read too much into things, Bailey ground his teeth and marched to the front door, bracing himself for what was apparently going to be a showdown of epic proportions. He had no idea why his brother was so fired up over Henri being there if the two of them worked together, but he planned to find out quick-smart and send Sean on his way.

      He was an adult, for God’s sake, and this was fucking embarrassing.

      Bailey did a final sweep of the living room, making sure Henri was out of sight, before he pulled the door open. Sean whirled around on the front stoop and took two long strides forward, his finger raised as he said, “All right, where is he?”

      Bailey braced a hand on the doorframe, blocking entry to his home, and glared his brother down. “Hello to you too, Sean. What the hell is going on with you? I was trying to sleep.”

      The lie was out of his mouth before he even meant to say it. But really, what was he going to say? Thanks for interrupting my midafternoon sex on the kitchen floor? It didn’t matter anyway. Sean wasn’t buying it for a second.

      “Bullshit you were sleeping,” Sean said as he tried to look over Bailey’s shoulder, and Bailey shifted so he was blocking his sightline. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

      Right now, that would be a yes, but Bailey thought it best not to mention that as he continued his standoff with his pigheaded brother. “I think you’re acting like a lunatic and I have no idea why. Is there a reason you’re banging down my door at two in the afternoon?”

      “I just told you the reason—Boudreaux. Now where is he?”

      It was interesting that even the biting way Sean said Henri’s name made Bailey’s pulse race, but Bailey decided it best not to focus on that if he wanted to get through this one-on-one with his brother. He was the one at a disadvantage here. He had no idea how Henri and Sean knew each other.

      “Boudreaux?” Bailey said, deciding to give Sean an opening to see what he would do with it.

      “Yeah, Henri Boudreaux. Tall motherfucker who lives in a leather jacket and has a perpetual smirk on his face. Don’t play with me, Bay. Kieran gets away with it still, but not you. I know that’s his fucking car. I’ve been in it.”

      Bailey made a show of looking past Sean to the Aston Martin parked in his driveway, and then brought his eyes back to his brother, whose face was close to the color of a tomato. “Why have you been in it?”

      That question seemed to trip Sean up for a second. “What?”

      “I asked why you’ve been in Henri’s car.” Bailey crossed his arms over his chest. “But let’s take that back one more step, because I’m still trying to work out how you know who that car belongs to, and what you’re even doing here.”

      Sean shoved his suit jacket aside and planted his hands on his hips, the frustration all but pouring off him when it became clear Bailey wasn’t budging. “I was coming over to pick your brain about a case, if you must know. But then I saw—”

      “Henri’s car, and lost your mind instead.”

      Sean’s teeth clicked together as he took a step forward and lowered his voice. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, Bay, or why Boudreaux’s here.”

      “He’s here because I invited him over, unlike you. He’s also here because I went on a date with him yesterday, and I’m a grown adult and have a right to see whoever the hell I want. So if, and when, you decide to knock on the door and act like a human being, I will open it and we can talk. Until then…” Bailey took a step back inside the house and reached for the door, ready to close it in his brother’s face. But Sean gathered his wits about him and reached out to put a palm on the wood.

      “Bay, this is—”

      “What?” Bailey said, the challenge in his voice and stance one hundred percent obvious and totally unlike him. He was usually the peacekeeper out of the three brothers, the levelheaded one. But something about Sean’s contempt for Henri was rubbing Bailey all kinds of wrong, especially considering the two worked together.

      “This is not a good idea. Boudreaux, he’s…”

      “He’s what?” Bailey said. “He told me you two work together. Is that true?”

      Sean looked off to the left, and Bailey could see him chewing the inside of his cheek.

      “Sean?”

      Sean’s head gave a clipped nod. “Yeah, it’s true.”

      “Then what’s the problem? I don’t see you working with someone you don’t trust.”

      “The problem is, Bay, he’s bad news. You know how CIs are. We trust them to an extent, but we work with them because they can get into spots we can’t. They have connections due to their…less-than-upstanding pasts, and Boudreaux? He’s no different. Don’t let his charm and bad-boy side fool you. He’s trouble, even if he is packaged nicely.”

      Bailey bristled with indignation on Henri’s behalf and shook his head. He might not know Henri all that well, but he prided himself on being able to read a person. His father had always taught him to trust his gut, and one thing he felt all the way to his core was that Henri was a good man. “I think you should leave.”

      Sean blinked, the shock on his face evident. Bailey had never shut the door on any of them, had never felt the need to in the past and really never thought he should, since this was where they’d all grown up. But right now he wanted some space, wanted to talk to Henri, and he wanted to do it without his brother breathing down his neck.

      “I can meet you tomorrow about the case, if that works? But right now, I need you to leave.”

      “Bailey—”

      “Sean,” Bailey said in a tone he himself didn’t even recognize, and Sean’s eyebrows slashed down in a V. Then, seeming to realize he had pushed hard enough, Sean muttered something and turned to head off toward his car.

      Bailey watched as Sean climbed inside and started up the engine. As his brother pulled away from the curb and punched his foot to the gas, Bailey slowly shut the door and let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

      As he shut his eyes, Bailey’s mind reeled at everything he’d just learned even as it tried to piece together all that he was still missing. As he did, the intoxicating scent of Henri’s arousal and cologne swirled around him, reminding Bailey that the man who held the answers to all of his questions was still inside his house. And the only way he was going to make any sense of what the hell had just happened in the last ten minutes would be to go in and start asking questions.

      It was time for him and Henri to start talking. It was time to see if Henri had meant what he said, and whether he would want to stay by the end of it.
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        * * *

      

      AFTER QUICKLY WASHING up, Henri snagged a fresh towel from the rack and wrapped it around his hips before exiting Bailey’s en suite and re-entering the bedroom.

      With the curtains still drawn and only the bedside lamp flicked on, the rumpled king-sized bed was the main focus of the room and a stark reminder of how he’d spent the last five hours or so, wrapped around a man he was having trouble keeping at arm’s length.

      Henri had known all along that getting involved with Bailey was going to be…problematic, when he’d come to the conclusion last night that both the cops in his life were related. But he’d figured he’d have a little more time to work out how exactly to handle that situation before it came banging down Bailey’s front door.

      Henri was just plain old out of luck, though, and as he walked over to the bed to take a seat and wait, he spotted his cell phone on the floor where it must’ve fallen out of his jeans that morning. Grabbing it up, Henri spotted two missed calls, both from Detective Dick. Yeah, okay, that would’ve been helpful, oh, an hour or so ago.

      Tossing the phone on the bed, Henri looked to the shut door and wondered how the conversation on the other side of it was going. Bailey had looked caught somewhere between confused and shocked at what had just been revealed to him. But there’d been no anger, no annoyance—he’d just looked completely blindsided, which was exactly how Henri felt when he finally came to the conclusion that the dick and his hot cop were brothers.

      Henri could only imagine how thrilled the detective had been to turn up at his childhood home today to find his CI was there. But at the same time, Bailey was an adult, and it was really none of Dick’s business who his brother was or wasn’t dating, was it?

      Hold up, Henri thought. Dating…? Shit. Since when had he thought in those kind of terms? How about never. But as he continued to stare at the door, he realized that was exactly what he’d been doing with Bailey—dating him.

      In all fairness, they’d only really made it through one of those dates in full. But the fact he had preplanned, decided on a time, and actually shown up and never left told Henri that he was most definitely doing more here than just putting in the time for a one- or two-night stand.

      Henri was getting in deeper with every minute, every hour he spent around Bailey, and the side of him he’d thought was forever lost to opening up to another was starting to reemerge. His heart was opening to possibilities that were both thrilling and utterly paralyzing, because him and a cop? Well, he just wasn’t sure how that was gonna work in the long run.

      Henri got to his feet and began to pace. There was still no sound beyond the door that he could hear, and while he wanted to give Bailey his privacy to ask Dick the questions he might not feel comfortable asking if Henri was standing there, waiting was getting more difficult with every passing second.

      I should’ve just walked away, Henri thought as he got to the door and put his ear up to it. Should’ve let Bailey go that morning he pulled me over. Then he wouldn’t be hiding in this bedroom, wondering if Bailey was going to be disgusted he’d just spent the morning with someone his brother had arrested months ago, and now used to get dirt on the dregs of society.

      Henri sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Having grown up the way he had, he’d never really been ashamed of who he was or what he’d done. It’d been a means of survival in his situation, and he’d never felt the need to apologize for it, until now.

      As he stood there waiting for Bailey—or Dick, for that matter—to throw open the door and tell him to collect his things and get the fuck out, Henri found himself wishing for the first time in his life that he could erase his past. That he could re-create his life and accessorize it with a middle-class family that lived in the suburbs, a mom and dad who worked nine to five and were always home for dinner.

      But that was just a wish, a far cry from his reality, and when the silence crept back in and his lack of patience and paranoia finally got to him, Henri twisted the door handle and pulled it open a crack.

      Much to his relief, there was no one standing directly outside the door with a scowl telling him to leave. In fact, he couldn’t see anyone. But he could hear muffled voices up the hall and decided he’d been good long enough. He wanted to know what kind of bullshit Dick was telling Bailey. At least then he might have a fighting chance at defending himself.

      As quietly as he could, Henri padded up the hall barefoot until he got to where the living room opened up. He spotted Bailey standing just inside the doorway, his arms crossed, his broad shoulders blocking entry to his brother, who was still outside on the stoop.

      The sure stance of his feet on the hardwood indicated that Bailey wasn’t about to be moved, and it became obvious that whatever was being discussed right then was not something Bailey wanted to hear.

      “Don’t let his charm and bad-boy side fool you. He’s trouble, even if he’s packaged nicely.”

      Henri grimaced as he caught the tail end of Dick’s words, and he saw Bailey’s spine stiffen as he shook his head.

      “I think you should leave.” Bailey’s words were delivered in a tone Henri had never heard him use before, and judging by the silence, Dick was just as stunned by the request. “I can meet you tomorrow about the case, if that works? But right now, I need you to leave.”

      “Bailey—” Dick said, but it seemed he’d pushed his younger brother too far.

      “Sean.” Again with the cool delivery.

      No words were spoken after that, but Bailey stood where he was for a couple more moments before there was the sound of an engine starting up, and then he stepped back inside the house and shut the door.

      Henri waited a beat or two, giving Bailey a moment to collect his thoughts, then he walked out from the hallway. “So, do you want me to leave?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        I’d take silence over a lie any day of the week.

      

      

      

      BAILEY REMINDED HIMSELF not to get caught up in the deep, smooth cadence of Henri’s voice. Sean’s words, while irritating and offensive, were still rattling around in Bailey’s head and had done exactly what Sean had intended them to do—unsettle him.

      God, only minutes ago in his kitchen he’d been having one of the most unforgettable experiences of his life, and now here he was trying to wrap his head around the fact that he knew next to nothing about the man who had given him that experience.

      How was it possible to feel so connected to someone when you barely knew more than their name? But as Bailey turned around and spotted Henri standing just inside the living room, he realized that was exactly what he felt.

      Connected. Protective. And loyal to someone he knew next to nothing about. That probably should’ve scared the hell out of him, but instead he felt a deep sense of devotion.

      Bailey shook his head. “No. Not if you don’t have to.”

      One of Henri’s brows winged up. “I don’t.”

      “Good. Then let me grab you something to wear, and I’m going to throw these clothes in the wash and take a quick shower.” As he went to walk around Henri, Henri reached out and took Bailey’s arm, halting him.

      “You sure about that, officer?”

      Bailey looked Henri directly in the eye, and the flash of uncertainty there made that protectiveness he’d been feeling while talking to Sean rise within him again.

      How many people had dismissed this man based on his troubled past? How many people hadn’t given him a chance to explain who he was and why? Too many, Bailey suspected, remembering the handful of moments where Henri had said he wished he was a good man, a better one than he was, and that if Bailey was smart, he would walk away.

      Smart or not, Bailey wasn’t going anywhere other than the shower right now. “I think it’s time we have a bit of a talk. I’ll make us that coffee, and maybe you can tell me how it is that you know my pain-in-the-ass brother, and why I’m only finding out about it now.”

      Bailey couldn’t be sure, but he was close to positive he saw relief fill those dark eyes, and then Henri let him go.

      Bailey headed back toward the bedroom and pulled out a pair of sweats and a black shirt for Henri, then he snagged himself a matching pair and navy shirt and headed toward the bathroom.

      When he got to the door, Bailey turned back to find Henri standing at the foot of the bed with the clothes in his hand, and marveled over the fact that he’d been able to string a sentence together when Henri was wearing nothing more than a towel. But then again, Bailey didn’t want this to be the last time he ever saw Henri standing there, which was why he’d made himself look past all that naked skin.

      “I won’t be long,” Bailey finally said. “Make yourself at home.”

      Henri nodded and fingered the material in his hand. Bailey stepped into the bathroom and closed the door between them, and he couldn’t help but think it was a crying shame that they couldn’t have ended their wake-up call in the shower together, just like they had that morning.

      Bailey showered, changed, and had Henri’s clothes in the wash in record time after that, and around fifteen minutes later, he walked back into the living room.

      He found Henri sitting in one of the recliners that faced the wall of windows overlooking the side of the house that had no neighbors. “That used to be my mom’s favorite spot. She loved watching the birds and squirrels chase each other around the trees.”

      Henri glanced up and quickly got to his feet. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know, or I—”

      “No, no,” Bailey said, a half-smile curving his lips. “I didn’t tell you that to make you get up. I was just letting you know that that’s the spot everyone gravitates to.”

      Henri nodded and looked back out the window to the large red oak trees lining that side of the property. “It’s peaceful.”

      “It is,” Bailey said as he stood beside Henri. “It looks even better when the sun’s setting behind them. You’ll have to check it out sometime.”

      Henri turned to look at him and narrowed his eyes. Bailey could see the wheels turning behind them.

      “Look, I know there’s a lot we don’t know about each other. We were just getting to that part, and then, well, Sean happened. But that hasn’t changed the fact that I invited you here, that I want you here. So you can stop worrying that I’m about to throw you out the door, because I’m not.”

      Henri smiled. “Fair enough. Although you probably should.”

      “Why?” Bailey cocked his head to the side. “Do you plan to hurt me?”

      “No. Of course not.” Henri let out a deep breath and looked back to the window.

      “Then why should I make you leave? Because my brother told me to? I don’t think so. I stopped listening to his advice back when it stopped working for him. So, if that’s the only reason—”

      “It’s not.”

      “Then how about you come into the kitchen, I make that coffee, and you tell me how it is that you know my brother.”

      Henri ran a hand through his hair and cracked his neck from side to side, then turned toward Bailey and nodded. “Okay.”

      Bailey’s heart did a crazy skip and trip at that one word. He hadn’t been sure what kind of answer he’d get. This was a step in the right direction.

      “Okay. Good.” Bailey turned to walk through to the kitchen, but halfway across the living room he stopped and rounded back as a thought hit him, and Henri was so close on his heels that Bailey almost tripped.

      Henri reached out to steady him, and Bailey angled his head to look up into those serious eyes. “There’s one thing that I need to ask you before we talk, if that’s okay?”

      Henri dropped his hands and swallowed. As Bailey tried to think of a subtle way to put his next request, he realized that the direct approach would probably work best.

      “Don’t lie to me.” As the words left his mouth, Bailey realized how important they were to him. He’d learned the hard way how damaging lies could be, how painful it was when you uncovered the truth and discovered it was even worse than the lie that had been told in the first place.

      Lying was a deal breaker for him, and he needed Henri to understand that.

      “If you don’t want to answer something or, I don’t know, can’t, don’t lie about it. I’d rather you say nothing than lie to me.”

      Henri’s expression remained steadfast as he held Bailey’s stare. “You have my word.”

      And even with Sean’s voice in the back of his head telling him not to let Henri’s charm and packaging fool him, Bailey found himself handing over his trust as he led Henri into the kitchen to make them both that much-needed cup of coffee.
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        * * *

      

      DON’T LIE TO me…

      As Henri trailed Bailey into the kitchen, his eyes swept the space that the two of them had occupied less than an hour ago, and he couldn’t help but notice the distinct shift in moods from then and now. What had started out as the perfect end to their first official date had ended in the most dick-wilting manner possible—Dick being the operative word.

      Of all the moments in time that Henri could’ve gotten confirmation that Bailey and the detective were related, had it really needed to happen when he was naked on the kitchen floor stroking him and his cop to orgasm?

      Apparently so, because his life wouldn’t be his fucking life if the good wasn’t accompanied with a handful of shit. Now here he was, about to have a conversation that was more fitting for, oh, three to six months into a relationship…maybe. Even that was a stretch, because he was still trying to wrap his head around wanting to be in someone’s company longer than a few rolls in the sheets, let alone using words like months and relationships.

      But as he watched Bailey using the coffee maker from hell, those words seemed far less daunting, far less foreign to Henri now. For that reason, he planted his ass on the bench seat of the breakfast nook.

      Bailey moved with a kind of grace that you didn’t expect for such a built guy. His footing was sure and steady and his movements light and fast, but that made more sense now after Henri learned that Bailey boxed in his spare time.

      “Was your coffee okay the way I made it the other day?” Bailey glanced over, and it took Henri a second to remember when he was talking about. Ah yes, the morning after his drunken Victor celebration. Wow, he was really making some good impressions here.

      “Yeah. That was probably the best cup of coffee I’ve ever had.”

      That shy smile of Bailey’s returned, and Henri figured he’d definitely made an impression on Bailey one way or another. He was going to do everything in his power to make sure he didn’t fuck things up.

      “Good to know. I’m nearly done here. Just a couple more minutes. Would you like something to eat? I have cereal. Toast? I could make you a sandwich—”

      “Bailey?” Henri interrupted, impatient to get to the talking part so he could work out what kind of damage control was needed.

      “Yeah?”

      “The coffee’s fine. You just get what you need. Don’t worry about me.”

      Bailey chewed on his lower lip and nodded, then he went about finishing up their drinks and popping two slices of bread in the toaster. Once he’d placed some butter and jam on the table and grabbed a knife and plate, Bailey finally settled into the breakfast nook opposite Henri.

      When their knees bumped up against one another, Bailey shifted on his seat.

      “Sorry,” he said, but Henri didn’t want an apology, and stretched his legs out on either side of Bailey’s and squeezed them together.

      “I’m not. I’m kind of getting used to tangling with you in this kitchen.”

      Bailey eyed him as he reached for his coffee cup. “And that doesn’t bother you?”

      “What?”

      “Being entangled with someone.”

      Henri thought about that for a second as Bailey took a sip from his mug. “Not just someone, you. And no, it doesn’t bother me. If it did, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “You know, I’m starting to believe you mean that.”

      Thank God, because of all the things Henri was guilty of—and there were many—lying to Bailey wasn’t one of them.

      “Good. So, go on then, officer. Ask whatever it is you wanna ask. I promise to answer with nothing but the truth.” Henri drew an X over his chest. “Cross my heart.”
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        CONFESSION

        I want to know more about him,

        and I want him to want to tell me.

      

      

      

      THE RICH AROMA from the freshly ground coffee wafted out of the steaming mug in Bailey’s hands as he stared at Henri. Up until now, he’d always thought the eat-in kitchenette area a decent size for at least four people to sit in. But Bailey was more than happy to note that it actually depended on who was sitting in the opposite seat.

      With Henri’s long legs wrapped around his under the table, and their arms resting atop the polished wood, if Bailey let go of his mug and reached out just a little, their fingers would also touch, connecting them again in all the important ways. But somehow, Bailey got the impression that while Henri was here and willing to talk, there were barriers still in place, ones Bailey was going to have to navigate carefully.

      “This isn’t an interrogation.” Bailey didn’t want Henri thinking he had to answer. He wanted Henri to want to answer. Wanted him to want to share things and understand that he was able to without judgment.

      “I know. I’ve been through enough of those to recognize the difference.” Bailey chuckled, and Henri said, “What?”

      “Nothing,” Bailey said, and shook his head.

      Henri sat back and eyed him closely, dark eyes glittering. “Just for the record, that didn’t sound very truthful.”

      Caught breaking his own rule, Bailey said, “There is no record because this isn’t anything official. We’re just talking.”

      “You’re right, so let’s talk. Your brother—”

      Bailey groaned and rubbed a hand over his face. “I’m sorry for the way he acted this morning. He—”

      “Hates me? I know.” Henri shrugged. “We have a…mutual but contentious arrangement. One that helps him, and, well, it kept me out of trouble.”

      Bailey reached for the butter knife and spread a thin layer of the golden stuff on his toast, his mind still trying to wrap itself around the fact that Henri and Sean knew one another. But with every passing minute, it became increasingly obvious that they had for some time now, which made an irrational sense of jealousy build up inside Bailey.

      “You’re awfully quiet over there.”

      Bailey refocused and reached for the strawberry jam. “Just thinking.”

      “I thought you were going to ask questions. Did you change your mind?”

      Bailey unscrewed the lid and shook his head. “No. Just processing. So, you and my brother. What’d he get you on?”

      If Henri thought the question odd, he didn’t say so, but his eyes dropped to the knife in Bailey’s hand. “You promise not to use that on me, right?”

      Bailey glanced at the flatware he was holding, and then back to Henri, who had a smirk on his lips. “I promise nothing,” Bailey said. “What’d Sean get you on, Henri?”

      Henri shifted in his seat, but instead of disconnecting their legs, he hooked his foot tighter around one of Bailey’s ankles. “Solicitation.”

      Okaaay. Of all the things Bailey had expected Henri to say, that was not one. Not because it was so unusual but because Bailey couldn’t imagine a world in which someone like Henri would actually have to pay for sex. “He caught you picking up a hooker? For sex?”

      Henri slicked his tongue over his lower lip, and Bailey had to stifle a groan. “I didn’t say that.” Henri’s eyes fell to the knife Bailey had now tightened his fingers around. “Are you going to spread that jam?”

      Bailey arched an eyebrow. “Why? Is me holding a knife making you nervous?”

      Henri snorted. “A little bit.”

      “Good.”

      “Oh, it’s like that, is it?”

      “It might be, if you don’t hurry up and explain,” Bailey said as he spread the jam. He couldn’t help but note that despite talking to Henri about something that was as far removed from a post-date convo as you could get, he was thoroughly enjoying himself. “I believe you were trying to explain how you were picked up for solicitation, but not really.”

      “Okay, okay.” Henri chuckled. “I was new in town and was doing a few odd jobs here and there—”

      “Odd jobs?” Bailey interrupted, picking up his toast. “What’s that mean?”

      “Uh, I’m in the PI business and sometimes for your brother I work as a CI.” Bailey knew that was definitely the short answer to that question, and Henri added, “Back then, most of it was done under the table. Now it’s more…above board.”

      “But not entirely?”

      “Not entirely, no. And sometimes I work with or for your brother. It keeps that bogus charge off my file and him off my ass—for the most part.”

      Bailey bit down into his toast, letting that information sink in. “About that bogus charge. I can’t believe you were actually paying someone for sex.”

      Henri rubbed his foot up the back of Bailey’s calf. “I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

      Bailey grinned. “And I’m going to need you to explain.”

      Henri let out a sigh and ran a hand over the shadow lining his chin. “Fair enough. I was out looking for information that night, not sex. I’d dealt with this one particular guy—Scooter—a few times, and we had an understanding. Money in exchange for information. Your brother, however, saw things differently, and being the dick—sorry—the hard-ass that he is, he wouldn’t listen to shit and saw an opportunity.”

      Bailey grimaced. That sounded like Sean. Obstinate, frustrating, and so damn self-righteous that it made Bailey’s teeth ache. The world was either black or white to Sean, and he followed his police procedural handbook as though it were a Bible. Good versus bad, and Henri fell into the bad category for Sean, the one place he could never quite see past.

      It was one of the things their father had been most proud of with his eldest boy. It was also the thing that had caused Sean to work himself to the bone and drink far too much after their parents had passed. The summer black and white had mixed into an ugly shade of grey. The summer the Bailey boys had learned that just because someone is revered as a hero, that didn’t mean they weren’t flawed.

      “Look,” Henri said. “I know this is the last thing you expected to have to deal with today, so if you’d rather I leave so you can call your brother back, just say the word and I’ll get out of your hair.”

      But Bailey didn’t need Sean to confirm anything. He believed everything that had just come out of Henri’s mouth more than he would from his biased brother’s.

      “I don’t want that. I told you, I wanted to talk to you first. I’ll deal with Sean later.”

      “Yeah.” Henri picked up his coffee and took a sip. “I have a feeling I will be too.”

      “Right. So, the two of you are working on something together right now?”

      “Yes.” Bailey knew Henri wasn’t able to give specifics. But then he added, “I’d just left a meeting with him that day you pulled me over.”

      Bailey thought back to that morning. The rain, the shock, the confusion over his… “Ahh, okay. That’s why you were acting so strange when I told you my name.”

      Henri scoffed. “You could say that. One minute I was trying to wrap my brain around the fact that the guy I’d been dreamin’ about had pulled me over for speeding, and the next minute you were telling me your name and it was the same as Detective Dick’s. I felt like I’d fallen down a fucking rabbit hole.”

      Detective Dick? Ha, that actually fits Sean pretty well. But instead of focusing on that and all the other important questions he probably should be asking, Bailey’s mind got caught up on the fact this was the second time Henri had admitted to dreaming about him after that night up in Oshkosh. “About that night of the wedding…?”

      Henri eyed him closely. “Yeah?”

      Bailey sat back in his seat and debated whether he was actually going to ask this. But then he told himself to just do it. Go ahead and finally ask what you’ve wondered about ever since it happened.

      So he did.

      “Why did you leave that night? Was it something I did?”
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        * * *

      

      FOR SOMEONE WHO wasn’t used to opening up and spilling his guts, Henri thought he might just deserve a medal for the way he hadn’t up and bolted out of Bailey’s kitchen. But as he stared across the table into a face he was quickly becoming addicted to, Henri knew he would tell Bailey whatever the fuck he wanted to hear, just to sit with him a little longer.

      But that brought him back to the question at hand: Why did you leave that night?

      The simple answer was Priest. Henri had left because his ex-boyfriend had texted him and gotten under his skin. But how in the hell was he supposed to explain the complexities of his relationship with Priest to Bailey? Someone he was trying to…date?

      Wasn’t that some kind of unspoken rule? Don’t bring up your ex too soon? Because no matter which way Henri tried his answer out in his head, it didn’t sound good.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?” Henri said. “It was a dick move to leave you like that. I’d want to know why too. But the answer is…complicated, and I don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

      Bailey wrapped his hands around his mug and tapped his finger on the rim. “It was because of Priest, right?”

      Shocked that Bailey had hit the nail on the head, Henri tried to think of the easiest way to sum up what he and Priest shared. “Truth, right?”

      Bailey swallowed as though he wasn’t sure he liked that arrangement now, but nodded anyway.

      “Then yes, it was because of Joel. But not because of some secret love affair or anything like that. He’s disgustingly happy with his husbands—plural now—and I’m happy for him. It’s just…we have a complicated history that’s messy and ugly and has been such a big part of my life that sometimes it’s hard to keep it in the past where it belongs, and that day was…difficult for me.” He thought about that for a second. “Hell, who am I kidding. That day fucking sucked. But then I ran into you, and you were like this, I don’t know, bright spot amongst all the dark.”

      Henri raised his eyes, worried that Bailey was freaking out about the whole Priest deal, but that wasn’t the case at all. Surprise and pleasure was swirling in those blue eyes, and that expression made every word Henri had just struggled to say worth it.

      “I don’t want to get into all that ex stuff now, not when we’re just starting out here. But I need you to know that me acting like a shit that night had nothing to do with you and everything to do with me. Leaving you that night? It was one of my biggest regrets, and when I ran into you again, I knew nothing was going to get in the way of seeing you again. Even after I realized all the ways this was going to get…complicated.”

      Bailey licked his lips. “Meaning my brother?”

      “Your brother. The fact that you’re a cop and I’m—”

      “A private investigator and CI for the Chicago Police Department?”

      Bailey’s words were not wrong, but Henri couldn’t help but think his cop was missing the real point. It wasn’t quite as black and white as all of that.

      “I was going to say: a guy with a rap sheet as long as your arm. You told me not to lie to you, but be sure you’re not lying to yourself too, okay? I know who and what I am. I have bridges, walls, and fucking moats between me and people like you—the good people. I have them there for a reason. Shit, maybe you should listen to your brother.”

      Bailey said nothing, slid out of his side of the breakfast nook, and took his empty plate to the sink. After he rinsed it off, he leaned back against the counter and looked at Henri.

      “Ask me out on another date.”

      Henri smiled, and when Bailey continued to eye him, he slid out from the table and walked over to Bailey.

      Henri took hold of Bailey’s waist, pulled him in close, and wrapped his arms around him. “When’s your next double off?”

      Bailey looped his arms up around Henri’s neck. “Not tomorrow, but the night after.”

      “Pack a bag. Come to my place. Spend it with me.”

      Bailey pulled back, disbelief in his eyes. “I just meant a date. You don’t have to—”

      “Bailey?”

      “Hmm?”

      Henri brushed their lips together and whispered, “I want you to come to my place, eat my food, and sleep in my bed.”

      “Then I’ll be there. But Henri? I feel like I should warn you. Those walls of yours? I’m going to climb them. And those bridges? I’m going to be the one who burns them down.”

      The look in his eyes told Henri that Bailey meant every single word he’d just said, and all of Henri’s greatest hopes and fears rushed to the surface.

      Because he’d never had anyone look at him that way before. As though he were everything Bailey had ever been waiting for. As though he’d said all the right things, even though he felt like he’d screwed it all up somehow.

      All that Henri could hope for now was that if, and when, this all went up in flames, Bailey would still want him when the ashes finally settled.
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        CONFESSION

        Fighting with my brother

        is our version of “I love you.”

      

      

      

      THE WIND WAS howling the following morning, as Bailey pulled his Camaro into the back lot of Deb’s diner, where most of the cops from his precinct gathered after shift when they wanted half an hour to themselves to wind down.

      It was just now turning eight thirty, and after debating all of yesterday and last night, he had begrudgingly agreed to meet up with Sean just as he said he would. He wasn’t looking forward to it, though, and as he shoved the car door open and the sharp bite of the wind slapped him in the face, Bailey grimaced and reached for the zipper of his department jacket.

      As he tugged the thing up, he wound a scarf around his neck and burrowed his chin in deep. He slammed the door shut and hurried over to the sidewalk that led between two buildings to the front door of the diner. He was cold, hungry, and tired, and the last thing he wanted to deal with this morning was Sean and his pious opinions.

      So Henri was a little rough around the edges, had a few brushes with the law to his name. It wasn’t like he’d hidden that from Bailey, nor had he lied when Bailey had asked him about it. Plus, it wasn’t as if Henri could exactly keep it from Bailey. He was a cop, for God’s sake, and Henri’s record was right there for him to see. So this holier-than-thou routine Sean was pulling was more than a little irritating, not to mention insulting.

      Did he really think Bailey would hook up with someone who was seriously bad news? That wasn’t exactly his style. He usually gravitated toward the good guys. The “take them home to your family and marry them” kind of guys.

      Shit, Xander had been right on with that one, hadn’t he? In the past, the one thing that Bailey had required to make him think about getting into bed with someone was the remote possibility that there could be a future. But one look at Henri and he hadn’t cared what tomorrow would bring. Bailey just knew he wanted Henri any way he could have him.

      That had since changed, however. Now, he wanted Henri in every way. As Bailey pulled open the door to Deb’s, he scanned the sea of familiar faces until he saw his brother, who had snagged a booth in the back corner and already had a pot of coffee and two mugs sitting on the laminate table in front of him.

      Bailey weaved his way through the tables, acknowledging several of the other guys with a quick wave or nod, and when he finally reached Sean and stopped, his brother looked up.

      Jesus, he looked rough. Tired, bloodshot eyes. A couple days’ scruff. His suit jacket was crumpled to shit, and his tie was half undone. Every time Bailey saw Sean like this, he couldn’t help but see their father staring back at him, and that scared the hell out of him.

      “Sean,” Bailey said as he slid into the seat opposite his brother.

      “Bay, hi.”

      Okay, so it seemed Sean had simmered down a little since yesterday, or maybe he’d just run out of gas, finally hit the “I’m too fucking tired to care anymore” wall. Either way, Bailey was happy he wasn’t face to face with a scowl.

      “Hi,” Bailey said as he unwound his scarf and unzipped his jacket. “You been waiting long?”

      “Nah, ’bout ten minutes.”

      “Okay.” Bailey looked over to the counter and snagged the waitress’s attention, then turned back to Sean. “You order already?”

      Sean shook his head. “Not really hungry.”

      Bailey picked up the menu and eyed his brother over the top of it. “When was the last time you ate?” Sean’s brow creased as though he were trying to remember, and Bailey shook his head. “What’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing. I’m just caught up in this case I’m working and I forgot, that’s all.”

      Deciding on the homestyle scramble and hash brown potatoes, Bailey put the menu down. “I don’t think that’s it at all.”

      “Yeah, well, your judgment isn’t exactly the best these days, now is it? Tell me, Bay, what the fuck are you thinking hooking up with someone like Boudreaux?”

      Aaand there it was. Bailey sat back in his seat and placed an arm across the table, drumming his fingers on the Formica in an effort to rid himself of the irritation that had just bypassed his concern for his brother.

      “I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll tell you about Henri if you tell me what the hell is going on with you, and what you wanted to talk to me about before you lost your mind yesterday.”

      Sean’s mouth opened, but before he could repeat the same lie, Dawn, the waitress, stopped by their table and said, “Hey, boys, what can I get you this morning?”

      Bailey glanced her way and made sure to aim a smile in her direction. It wasn’t like he was annoyed at Dawn, and it wasn’t fair to take his mood out on an innocent bystander. “Hey there. I’m going to go with the homestyle scramble and potato hash. And he’ll have the same, thanks.”

      “I’m not—”

      Bailey pinned Sean with a look that said zip it, and for once in his life, Sean did.

      “Got it,” Dawn said, looking between the two. “Any juice? Another pot of coffee?”

      “Yeah,” Bailey said. “I’ll grab an OJ and definitely another pot. You’re the best.”

      Dawn winked and shoved her pen behind her ear. “That’s what they tell me. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Will do,” Bailey said, and after she’d left the table, he turned back to Sean. “So, what’ll it be? We going to talk about the reason you actually came to see me yesterday? Or are you going to keep being a dick? In which case, I’m more than happy to sit here and talk about the weather until you get bored.”

      Sean grunted as he looked Bailey over. “Wow. I see Boudreaux’s already rubbing off on you. I can’t remember the last time you—”

      “Called you out on your shit?”

      Sean’s eyes widened. But it was true. For so many years Bailey had watched Sean work himself into the ground and idly stood by, feeling it wasn’t his place to tell his brother how to live his life.

      But if Sean was going to dish out relationship advice, then Bailey thought it only fair he got a little wake-up call. The fact that neither of them were indifferent to the possibility of pain and heartbreak being inflicted on the other still showed they cared. It was just crazy that it had been Henri who jump-started the heartbeat of this brotherly bond.

      It was a surprise all three of them hadn’t seen coming, but one they now had to deal with. Because as far as Bailey was concerned, Henri was going nowhere, and Sean needed to get on board with that.

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      Bailey nodded. “Well, I’m calling you out now. What’s going on? And don’t tell me nothing. Don’t tell me it’s just this case, because I won’t believe you.”

      Sean let out a sigh and ran a hand through his thick hair. “I’m stuck.”

      Bailey knew how much those two words had cost Sean to say.

      He twisted his lips into a scowl and shook his head. “I’ve got three dead girls, not one solid lead, and the guy I know is responsible for this? I’ve got nothing on him. I’m stuck. And I’m never fucking stuck.”

      Bailey could feel the frustration rolling off his brother in waves, and as Dawn approached with the coffee and juice, she must’ve sensed it too, because she quickly placed the items down and hightailed it away from the table.

      Sean was back to looking out the window. As Bailey examined him closer, he knew he needed to ask this next question before they continued. It was the one thing he wouldn’t tolerate if he was going to offer up his help. But breaching the topic was going to make the tension at the table reach nuclear levels.

      Oh well, here goes nothing. “Have you been drinking this morning?”

      Sean whipped his head around and cut his eyes to Bailey’s, the frustration from a second ago turning to anger. “What did you just say to me?”

      Bailey swallowed around the lump lodged at the back of his throat and couldn’t help but remember all those times he and Sean had gotten into fights as boys. Being three years older than him, Sean had always been bigger. But Bailey had always been quicker on his feet, nimbler, and right now he would give anything to be able to duck a punch and make a run for it.

      But no, he needed to stay the course here, and Sean needed to answer him.

      Bailey schooled his features, refusing to be intimidated. “I asked you if you’ve been drinking this morning.”

      “What kind of fucking question is that?”

      “Based on how you look? Not a strange one.” Bailey shifted in his seat and leaned across the table. “I know you’ve been under a lot of stress the past couple of months, with work and these cases, and I’m not the only one who’s noticed. Kieran cornered me at the last dinner, and he’s worried too.”

      “Oh, gimme a break. Kieran’s too busy slipping in and out of every Chicago socialite’s bed since he was crowned hottest fireman to notice anyone, unless she has legs up to her armpits and hair down past her ass.”

      Yeah, that was true, but at least Kieran was staying out of trouble and having fun doing it. Bailey often envied Kieran, the youngest of the three of them. He did what he wanted, when he wanted, and seemed happier for it. So who were they to judge?

      “We’re not talking about Kieran,” Bailey said. “We’re talking about you. And you still haven’t answered me.”

      “Because I find your question fucking offensive.”

      “Because you’ve been drinking?”

      “Because it’s none of your damn business.” Sean’s tone was so frosty that Bailey was shocked icicles hadn’t formed on the table between them. After an epic stare-off, Bailey shrugged.

      “Okay. Then we’ll eat and I’ll leave you to it.”

      “What? You’re not going to help me?”

      Bailey reached for his orange juice, took a sip, and then placed it back on the table. “Not if you won’t answer my question.”

      Sean glared at him, and Bailey knew he was grinding his back teeth together.

      “A yes or no is all I need here, Sean. It’s that simple.” But they both knew better, especially if that answer was yes.

      Saved by Dawn for the second time, Sean slumped back in the booth as she placed their breakfast down in front of them. But it wasn’t until after she’d walked off and Bailey had added ketchup to his meal that Sean finally spoke up.

      “I had a couple glasses of scotch before I came over to meet you this morning, okay? Nothing crazy, no all-night bender. I was just going over the first case file again early this morning and grabbed what was handy.”

      Bailey schooled his features as what Sean was telling him sank in. As he searched his brother’s face for any sign that he understood how messed up it was to reach for a bottle of scotch first thing in the morning, all he saw was defiance.

      “What?” Sean said when Bailey remained silent, and then Bailey picked up his utensils and piled some eggs onto his fork.

      “You know that’s not normal, right?”

      “Okay, Mom. It’s not like I do it every morning.”

      “No, just the ones where you’re overworked, tired, stressed— Oh, wait, that is every morning.” Bailey shook his head. “Why are you doing this to yourself?”

      “I’m not doing anything to my fucking self. I’m trying to solve a goddamn murder. Three murders, actually—which, by the way, would be a lot easier to do if you weren’t fucking my CI and distracting him. I was trying to get in contact with him all day yesterday.”

      Bailey wasn’t nearly done with the drinking topic, but he was well aware that his brother had moved on and there’d be no going back now. The way he saw it, he could do one of two things. He could spend the rest of the breakfast dodging questions about Henri, and arguing in circles with Sean about a problem he would rather die than admit to having, or he could nip this particular topic in the bud once and for all.

      Bailey shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth and was happy to note Sean was doing the same.

      “Up until yesterday I didn’t even know you two knew each other. So it’s hardly my fault he’s avoiding you. Maybe if you were nicer to him—”

      “Nicer?” Sean scoffed. “It’s not like we’re dating. I treat him the same way I treat anyone I pick up for breaking the law. We just happened to work out an arrangement to keep his transgression off his record.”

      Bailey took another sip of his juice and then nodded. “Yeah, solicitation. He told me. So you actually caught him asking and paying for sex?”

      Sean’s eyebrow arched. “Oh, lemme guess. When you two had a little heart-to-heart yesterday he swore black and blue that he wasn’t paying a hooker when I found him down in the warehouse district.”

      “No,” Bailey said. “He told me you caught him paying a hooker…just not for sex.”

      Sean rolled his eyes. “And you believe him? Really, Bay?”

      “As someone who’s slept with him on more than one occasion, yes, I do.” The satisfaction he got from Sean’s slack jaw had him adding, “That man would never have to pay for sex, and I think you know that.”

      “I know what I saw that day. Boudreaux paid a hooker—”

      “For information,” Bailey said. “Which you saw and took advantage of. Admit it. It’s not like I don’t know what goes on to get these guys on board. You saw an opportunity and you took it. But we both know Henri was not paying for sex that day, and since I don’t plan to stop seeing him anytime soon, you need to stop being a dick to him.”

      Sean almost choked on his coffee. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me,” Bailey said. “I like him—a lot. And for the past year, you, Kieran, and Xander have been on me to start dating, and, well, now I am.”

      “A crook.”

      “He’s not a crook,” Bailey said, and shook his head.

      “His past actions say differently.”

      Bailey regarded Sean closely. “So we should judge people based on their past actions alone? What about redemption? Changing? Don’t you believe in rehabilitation?”

      If Sean understood Bailey’s not-so-subtle implication that one could judge him on his early morning drinking, he showed no indication.

      “Oh, come on, Bay. Of course I do, but some people are just born on the wrong side of the tracks. They grow up a certain way, and they learn to survive by choosing all the wrong paths. Boudreaux is one of the smoothest, stealthiest motherfuckers I’ve ever met. He’s charming, likable, and cunning, which makes him unpredictable. You never know which way he’s gonna turn, good or bad.”

      “I disagree,” Bailey said. “I have never felt that from him. The charming, likable part, yes. But I trust him. He was upfront about everything when it came to you and him. Maybe he acts a certain way with you because that’s how you treat him. Ever think of that?”

      Sean let out a long-suffering sigh. “Fucking hell.”

      Bailey said nothing to that, and after about five minutes of silence, Sean said, “You really like him, don’t you?”

      Bailey finished off his hash browns and put his knife and fork down. “I do.”

      “And nothing I say is going to stop you from seeing him?”

      Bailey shook his head. “Nope.”

      Sean finished off his breakfast and then sat back in his seat. “Then I guess I better make sure the fucker stays alive, huh?”

      Bailey’s stomach clenched. It hadn’t even occurred to him that Henri might be doing something dangerous for Sean, and when his brother seemed to realize the worry he’d just unintentionally caused, he added, “I’m just kidding. If anyone can look after himself, it’s Boudreaux.”

      Bailey got that impression too, but found himself caught up in a whole new world of worry as Dawn appeared and placed the check on the table.

      “Your case?” Bailey said as he pulled his wallet out of his pocket. “I’ll take a look at the files, see if there’s anything you might’ve missed at the scenes if you like. But Sean?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Quit the drinking or I’m out.”

      Sean rolled his eyes but nodded. As Bailey paid the check, he couldn’t help the niggling voice in the back of his head about what exactly Henri was doing for Sean, and just how dangerous it was.
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        CONFESSION

        Henri Boudreaux just might be

        the best way to wake up—ever.

      

      

      

      THE VIBRATION OF his phone on the bedside table woke Bailey around five hours later, and as he opened his eyes and reached for his cell, a smile curved his lips at the three notifications waiting for him from Ghost.

      Thinking he should probably update Henri’s contact info, Bailey rolled to his back and punched in his PIN. But when he opened up his messages and read the three texts waiting for him, all thoughts other than calling Henri right back left his mind quick-smart.

      Henri: Nineteen hours between seeing you is too fucking long.

      Bailey grinned as he stretched beneath the covers.

      I don’t like it.

      Neither did he.

      Call me when you wake up. I want to imagine you in that bed of yours.

      Bailey didn’t stop, or question, the way his cock reacted to the order. It was like he’d been specifically hard-wired for Henri, and everything he did flipped a new switch in Bailey and showed him a new side of himself. One that was just now being revealed to him, like the fact he got off on being told what to do, apparently.

      Bailey reached down, wrapped a palm around his stiffening length, then hit call on his phone and waited for an answer.

      “Afternoon, officer.”

      Bailey tightened his hand around his erection. “Afternoon.”

      Sleep and arousal made Bailey’s voice deeper than usual, and Henri let out a low hum. “I’ve been staring at my phone all day waiting for this call. I think that officially makes me pathetic.”

      Bailey chuckled. “I disagree,” he said, as he spread his legs a little to give himself more room to play. “I think it makes you hot.”

      “I must be on fucking fire, then, because I’ve been absolutely worthless all day.”

      And wasn’t that a stroke to Bailey’s ego, to know that someone like Henri was sitting at home distracted by the likes of him.

      Bailey’s dick twitched in his palm, and he barely managed to stifle a groan. Well, he thought he did until Henri said in his ear, “You still in bed?”

      “That was the order, wasn’t it?”

      There was a pause for a moment, and Bailey wondered if maybe he’d read too much into that text. Maybe Henri had meant it more of a suggestion.

      But then Henri spoke up and relieved Bailey of his worry.

      “It was.”

      Bailey’s heart thumped in time to his pulsing dick.

      “Do you like taking orders, Bailey?”

      He had no idea. He’d never been given one before—not in bed, anyway. But judging by the hard cock between his legs, it was a good bet.

      “Bailey?”

      Bailey bit down on his lip and shut his eyes. God, was he really going to admit this out loud? Oh, who am I kidding? I totally am.

      “I don’t know,” he answered. “How about you give me one the next time you see me and we’ll find out?”

      The growl that came through the phone was a mixture of pleasure and frustration. Bailey’s hips rose from the bed in response.

      “I’m gonna take you up on that,” Henri promised in a wickedly hot voice that made Bailey’s entire body tremble. “But since I’m not seeing you until tomorrow…how about you talk to me about something else? Or I’m going to lose my damn mind.”

      Bailey couldn’t stop the flood of disappointment that washed over him. He still had to get through one more shift before he got to see Henri. As he reluctantly let go of himself, Bailey reached for the pillow Henri had used just the other day and brought it up under his nose.

      Breathing in the lingering scent, Bailey shut his eyes and imagined Henri lying there beside him, and then a soft chuckle rumbled in his ear. “You gonna start talking to me, officer? Or keep making those hot sighs in the phone that have my dick so hard I could drill through a concrete wall?”

      Shit. Bailey hadn’t even realized he was making any kind of sound, but it felt good to be able to get such a strong reaction from Henri. It made him feel…sexy.

      “I can talk.”

      “Well, after that, I’m not sure I’ll be able to respond.”

      Bailey chuckled. “Okay, let’s start with something easy, then. How was your day?”

      “Long. You went to work, you came home and slept, and I stared at a clock waiting for you to call me.”

      Bailey bit down on the inside of his cheek to hold back his laughter, more than a little pleased to know that Henri had spent the better part of the day and night thinking about him.

      “You put a spell on me or something, Bailey?”

      If only it were that easy. He’d have to add in, never leave and fall hopelessly in lo—

      Wait up. Slow your roll there, Bay. One step at a time. Date first, get to know each other second, then maybe fall… “Would that be so bad?”

      He wasn’t sure why, but Bailey held his breath as he waited for Henri’s answer.

      “I don’t think there’s one bad thing about you, Craig Bailey.”

      That caught Bailey off guard, and he swallowed back the emotions now blocking his throat. When he finally got a handle on himself and could form a sentence again, he shifted to sit up in the bed and said, “Does that bother you?”

      “Does what bother me?”

      “That I’m”—Bailey thought of Xander’s nickname for him—“Saint Bailey.” Sean was forever referring to Bailey as the mother hen, the worrier, the…golden boy of the family. “That I’m kind of, I don’t know, boring and strait-laced, compared to you.”

      Bailey wasn’t sure what kind of response he expected, but when Henri said, “Didn’t seem too straight to me when I was on your kitchen floor yesterday,” Bailey couldn’t help his laugh.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “No?”

      “No. I just meant that I’ve had the same job forever, lived in the same place my whole life. I don’t go out a lot, or date, for that matter, and I kind of like to keep to myself.”

      When Bailey realized just how unexciting that made him sound, he rubbed a hand over his face and sighed. Way to ruin a sexy wake-up call there, Bay.

      “Okay. I’m going to shut up now, because I just realized you might’ve actually thought I was more interesting than this until I started to talk.”

      “Bailey?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Nothing about you bothers me.” Henri paused. “Not even the fact that I’m not bothered anymore, no matter how…difficult that turns out to be.”

      Well, shit, that didn’t sound all that positive. But before Bailey could tell Henri he had nothing to worry about, Henri started to talk again.

      “I mean, really, let’s put this in perspective. You’re stressing because you think I find you boring, and I’m over here wondering how your meeting went with your brother who picked me up for paying a hooker.”

      The comment was so left-field and, well, true that Bailey couldn’t help himself. A bark of laughter escaped him, and Henri snorted. There was that charm again, that ease Henri had of taking something that felt heavy and difficult and making light of it.

      It was a gift. One that Bailey imagined had gotten him out of a lot of…sticky situations.

      “Trust me, there’s nothing wrong with being the good guy in this scenario, officer. It’s what I like best about you.”

      Bailey took Henri at his word and decided to let it go. He was just having a momentary lapse of confidence and needed to stop it. If Henri wasn’t interested, he’d already be gone—of that, Bailey was one hundred percent certain.

      “About Sean…”

      “Yeah?”

      “You don’t need to worry about him anymore. He knows where I stand on him butting in where he’s not wanted, and he’s agreed to back off.”

      Henri scoffed. “That simple, huh?”

      Bailey didn’t want to lie. “I don’t know about simple, but it’s what he agreed to.”

      “Right. And did anything you find out this morning bother you?”

      Bailey thought about all he and Sean had talked about. “Only that you’re going to be dealing with some pretty bad people with whatever it is you’re doing for him.”

      Henri let out a deep breath as though he’d been expecting Bailey to say something like that. “That’s part of the job. It’s why he wanted me. I fit in with the bad guys. I’m good at it. Don’t forget that.”

      Bailey didn’t believe that for a second. Not the kind of thugs Sean had Henri going after. Drug dealers, pimps—that was so not Henri. “That’s not what I meant. I’m worried about your safety. Sean will push to get what he wants. Just remember, you have the right to tell him to—”

      “Fuck off?”

      Bailey chuckled. “Yes. And if you do that? Can you record it for me?”

      Henri let out a low rumble. “I’ll be careful. I promise. Plus, once I give my report to Detective Dick, I have a date with a hot cop who I’m hoping puts me on house arrest for a couple of days. You really think I’m gonna do anything that makes me miss that meeting?”

      And just like that, Bailey’s body was back on high alert. “I sure hope not.”

      “Tomorrow, Bailey. At noon. You better be on my fucking doorstep.”

      Bailey reached down between his legs and rubbed the heel of his hand over his newly awakened arousal. “Is that an order?”

      “Let’s put it this way.” Henri lowered his voice to a raspy cadence. “If you’re not there, I’m gonna come find you. That’s another thing I’m really good at.”

      So, apparently, was making Bailey completely and utterly obsessed with him. Because when Bailey was walking into the precinct later that night, he was still thinking about Henri’s order and the threat that had followed should he disobey, and he was having one hell of a time trying to decide which of those two he wanted to experience more.
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        CONFESSION

        Not much makes me nervous—

        except parking my car near these twitchy motherfuckers.

      

      

      

      HENRI STARED OUT the windshield of the Aston Martin as he made a turn off the main road and headed toward Scooter’s neck of the woods. He was on the lookout tonight for Ricky G, whom he’d been told he could find a couple blocks over from Scooter’s local hangout. As Henri began to make his way up and down the desolate streets, he tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and slowed the car to a crawl.

      Henri eyed the Glock on the seat beside him. When his attention caught on one of the side alleys and he saw a couple of the locals conducting business behind a dumpster, he reached for the firearm and shifted to tuck it down the back of his jeans under his jacket.

      He was really hoping this little joyride through the old shipping yards today would be quick, painless, and provide him with some information he could report back to Dick. He figured showing up to a rendezvous with Bailey’s older brother after finding out they were sleeping together might go over better if he could distract the detective. Hey, look what I got you. Told you I’m not a fucking loser. As opposed to: I didn’t find out shit. You were right all along. I’m worthless.

      Not that Dick’s opinion mattered all that much. The only thing that really concerned Henri was the fact that Sean was Bailey’s older brother, and whether or not Bailey wanted to admit it, a family’s opinion always ended up mattering some way or another in the end.

      There was nothing he could do about that now, though, Henri thought, as he returned his attention to the road he’d just made a right on. It was an alley between two abandoned warehouses, a narrow street where several fires were lit in old barrels and shopping carts full of bottles and cans lined the crumbling walls—one man’s trash becoming another’s treasure.

      The place was a stark reminder of where he had started out. That little shack Victor would lock him inside down on the bayou was not much better than these makeshift tents in the abandoned shipping yards.

      Henri scanned the length of the alley, and his eyes skidded to a stop on two men who were dressed a cut above everyone else, stepping out from one of the gatherings further up.

      They were in baggy jeans and hoodies, and the bling around their necks told Henri he’d found the men he was looking for. The ones who kept these three blocks well supplied and one hundred percent dependent on them for their next hit.

      Henri pulled off to the side, put his car in park, and took a quick look in the rearview mirror. A couple of the locals had moved out into the street to see who the newcomer was. As Henri pushed opened the door, his nose was assaulted with the foul stench of urine, alcohol, and what he could only assume was the final result of enjoying too much of Ricky G’s finest.

      Henri shut the door and made it a point to send a death glare to those behind him, and though most of them looked stoned out of their mind, they all seemed to understand the universal expression: You come any closer to my car, I’ll fucking end you. They all stopped where they were and waited to see what was going to happen next.

      Henri rounded back to look at the two he’d come for, and wasn’t shocked in the slightest to find he now had their undivided attention.

      Rich car. Townie. Fresh meat. These two weren’t stupid—well, actually, if they worked for rAz, they were total fucking morons, but they knew a potential new buyer when they saw one. The key was not to spook ’em. Henri knew Ricky’s kind: jumpy, paranoid little fuckers. He had to play this just right. Henri saw the taller one straighten up and puff out his chest, a show of dominance and bravado.

      Little punk is gonna have to do better than that if he wants to intimidate me, Henri thought, and as he got closer, he saw the same guy slip a hand inside the pocket of his hoodie to no doubt palm the butt of whatever personal security system he was packing in there.

      Henri sized each of the men up. The taller one, the one who seemed to be taking the lead, looked to be in his mid-twenties. He had a red cap on with the black hoodie pulled up over it, and as Henri got closer, he noted the guy had a wicked scar slashing through his left eyebrow and a burning cross tattooed up one side of his neck. He was chewing gum and eyeing Henri like he was a piece of shit on the bottom of his shoe.

      Henri flicked his eyes to the guy standing to his right and automatically dismissed him as a threat. Young, barely eighteen, in Henri’s estimation, the second guy was sporting bleached blond hair cut to his scalp and blue eyes that looked slightly frantic. He appeared a little green around the gills, and possibly high, due to helping himself to some product, as he looked between Henri and his buddy, who seemed to be getting a little twitchy.

      Right, it was time to get things started before assumptions were made and bullets started flying.

      “Hey, what’s up, guys?” Henri said, cool as can be as he approached, and slipped a hand down into the front pocket of his jeans to finger the wad of cash he’d put in there earlier. It was imperative these guys didn’t suspect anything from him other than interest in what they were selling, and the best way to do that was to flash some cash around.

      “Nothin’ much,” Bleach Boy said as he gave Henri a once-over that ended in a sneer designed to express just how lacking he found him. “You need somethin’? Or you just cross one too many bridges and end up on the wrong side of town?”

      Henri took a step closer, flashed a couple of the Benjamins in his pocket, and shrugged. This reaction was the exact one he’d been after. “I don’t know. Did I?”

      Bleach Boy looked to Red Cap, whom Henri suspected was actually Ricky. He gave a clipped nod and then indicated that Henri follow them up one of the side streets, and Henri didn’t hesitate. But, not willing to let his car out of sight for even a second, he made sure to position himself so the Aston Martin was in his line of sight—then Mr. G finally spoke up.

      “How you know I’m selling?”

      Henri aimed his eyes at the gold chain hanging around Ricky’s neck, then let his gaze wander down over the clothes that were probably worth a couple hundred at the least. “I don’t know. Let’s just say it was a lucky guess.”

      Ricky crossed his arms over his chest. “Nice try, but I ain’t buyin’ it.”

      Henri glanced over his shoulder, playing the part of the wary city buyer before looking back to Ricky. “All right, you’re better dressed than most around here, okay? I took a stab at it. I used to buy from this kid a few blocks over, Scooter? Couldn’t find him today, so I kept on this way.”

      Ricky chewed on his gum as he eyed Henri, clearly trying to decide whether to believe the story. Then his boy leaned in and said something, including Ricky’s name, and that was all Henri needed to settle in, double down, and get this shit over and done with.

      “Yeah,” Ricky said as he straightened up again, his eyes ping-ponging around the buildings in a way that said he was used to watching his back, and was also paranoid out the ass. “Scooter skipped out a couple days back. Stupid shit fucked us all for this month.”

      “No shit,” Henri said as he processed this new piece of information. Clearly, Scooter had packed up and gotten the hell out of Dodge right after their talk the other day at the diner. A move that gave Henri an even better opening. Thank you, Scooter.

      “That’s too bad. He sold some good shit.” Henri rubbed a hand over his stubble as though in deep thought. “Actually, you know what? He and I? We were talking the last time we met. I’ve been known to have some connections…if you know what I mean. Maybe I could help you out instead.”

      “And why the fuck would you do that? I thought you were here to buy, not sell.”

      Henri nodded. “I was—am. But I’m also not stupid. You see my car over there?”

      Ricky and his buddy peered around Henri’s shoulder and then looked back to him. “Hard to miss somethin’ like that round here.”

      “Yeah. Well, it should also tell you, I’ve got money. I buy from you, sell it around, you like what I get you, maybe this becomes a thing. Maybe you tell your boss; maybe we all walk away a little fucking richer.”

      Bleach Boy moved in and whispered something in Ricky’s ear. Ricky frowned and looked back to Henri. “How much you got?”

      Henri pulled the wad of money out of his pocket so it was visible. “Five hundred.”

      “Okay,” Ricky said, looking a little more interested than he had in the beginning. “So, you give me that and come back in twenty. I’ll have your stuff.”

      Nice try, asshole. “You out of your mind? I’m not going to hand over my fucking money so you can walk away with it.”

      “That’s the way it works. You pay, I go get the product.”

      “Yeah, sure you fucking do. And I never see you, my money, or the drugs again.” Henri took a step forward, and that was when some of that earlier bravado Ricky had been so quick to display eked out as he realized a) just how fucking tall Henri was and b) that the guy standing in front of him suddenly didn’t seem as new to this as he’d first appeared. But not wanting to rattle him, Henri dialed it down a little and reminded himself that rAz was the end goal here. Not Ricky.

      “Look,” Henri said. “I didn’t come out here for anything other than something to get me through the next month. But shit, this is too good to be true. What if I told you I could sell an ounce a week to my fancy-ass city neighbors? You think that would help you out? You think your boss would like that?”

      Henri could practically see the dollar signs in Ricky’s eyes.

      “I mean, what’s your going price here?”

      “Four grams for three hundred.”

      Henri whistled and shook his head. “I mean, if it’s the good stuff—”

      “It’s the fuckin best. That’s all rAz sells.”

      Ding. Ding. Ding. There’s that motherfucker’s name. “Well then, make it five for three and you could make up to two K in one week, easy. Doesn’t that sound better than the chump change you make around here?”

      Ricky looked to his buddy, whose eyes were almost bugging out his head, the sound of cha-ching no doubt echoing around the empty chambers of his mind.

      Henri pulled out a business card that had his burner cell’s number on it and nothing else. He handed it over to Ricky as his buddy unzipped his hoodie and pulled out several baggies.

      “That’s how people reach me,” Henri explained. “Tell you what. As a show of good faith, I’ll pay for two weeks’ worth up front, you give me one, and I’ll be back with cash in hand. But I want a meeting with the boss. This rAz who only sells the good stuff.”

      Ricky’s nostrils flared at the mention of rAz’s name, and Henri could tell he was feeling a little antsy about having let that slip. I mean, who wouldn’t? The guy wasn’t exactly subtle in how he shut you up if he found out you were talking about him to the wrong people.

      “Yeah, okay. I can set that up.”

      Glad to fuckin’ hear it, Henri thought as he handed over the money in exchange for the small bags of white stuff.

      “One week,” Ricky reiterated as though he was the one calling the shots here. “I’ll call you. We’ll meet.”

      “One week.”

      Oh, how Detective Dick is going to loooove me tonight. Well, at least hate me a little less than usual.

      And with that thought in mind, Henri made his way back to the car, turned the key, and called up the first of the Bailey brothers he had plans with. Because once he got that part over and done with, he planned to go and reward himself for a job well done with the other Bailey for forty-eight hours straight.
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        CONFESSION

        Don’t blink—or your life might change before your eyes.

      

      

      

      IT WAS CALM out on the streets tonight, something Bailey appreciated as he cruised down Barnes Road and scanned the cars ahead of him. He was nearly five hours into his shift, and as the time inched closer to one in the morning, he had to admit he was eyeing the clock in the hopes that it would speed up.

      Ever since he’d gotten off the phone with Henri, he’d been replaying their conversation over and over again to the point that it was becoming ridiculous. It seemed he had a one-track mind lately, one that always led him back to the man with the dark hair, smoldering eyes, and a voice that made Bailey’s entire body feel like a live wire.

      Henri had sparked something that Bailey hadn’t felt in years, and when he found himself, yet again, grinning like a moron over their upcoming date—or, dates—Bailey was thankful that at his precinct they rode alone when out on patrol, unless training.

      The last thing he needed was to be caught all hearts in his eyes by his workmates. He’d never hear the end of it. But while he was by himself and no one was looking, Bailey saw no harm in enjoying the fact that he was one hundred percent, without a doubt, falling for Henri Boudreaux.

      His charm. His arrogance. His sex appeal. Henri attracted Bailey in ways that he’d never expected to find appealing, but that wasn’t all there was to him. Sure, they were the things that you first noticed, because how could you not? But once you got past the smirk, the piercings, the leather, and the attitude, there was so much more beneath the surface.

      There was a vulnerability to Henri that called to Bailey. A longing for connection that he understood and wanted to give. A yearning for someone to listen and understand, and love Henri despite whatever was uncovered.

      Yes, they were both still new to this relationship. But the fact that Henri wasn’t running, and was sharing more and more of himself every time they saw one another, made Bailey feel like they really stood a chance. That this, what they were building, could possibly stand the test of time.

      With his mood at an all-time high, Bailey decided the only thing that could possibly make it better was some Milk Duds to munch on for the rest of the night. Something sweet and sugary to get him through the last few hours, until he could go home, grab a quick few hours of shuteye, and then get ready to see Henri.

      Spotting a twenty-four-hour Quick Mart up on the next corner, Bailey pulled his cruiser into the lot and parked up front. There was a silver SUV over at one of the gas pumps and another car parked off to the side—the clerk’s, Bailey was guessing. But other than that, everything was nice and quiet.

      Bailey got out and locked up before heading inside, and as he pulled the door open and a bell jangled overhead, he headed directly toward the candy aisle, his mission clear. As he walked by the different M&M’s, chocolate bars, and gummies, he spotted the boxed-up candy and came to a stop in front of it.

      Mike & Ike. Razzles. Whoppers and Sour Patch Kids. Bailey frowned and walked back down the aisle. You’ve got to be kidding me.

      They had everything but… “Excuse me. Sorry. But am I missing the Milk Duds?”

      As the question left his mouth, Bailey turned toward the counter, and when his eyes locked on to where the cash register sat, he froze.

      There, standing behind the counter, were two men. One whose eyes were wide with fear as he cowered in the corner with his back pressed up against the rows of cigarettes. The other stood in front of an open register. He had one hand in the drawer and the other wrapped around a black 9mm Smith & Wesson.

      Bailey’s mind switched gears in an instant, as a shot of adrenaline hit his bloodstream and all his senses went on high alert.

      “Police! Don’t move!” Bailey shouted as he drew and aimed his gun. “Put the gun on the counter and put your hands up in the air!”

      The roar of blood ringing in his ears was the only sound Bailey could hear as he tightened his grip and waited for the man to obey, and though it felt like minutes, hours, days between stepping out of that candy aisle and reaching for his weapon, Bailey would eventually learn that it all happened within seconds.

      “I said put the gun on the counter and your hands in the air! Now!” But as the man’s fingers adjusted their grip on the stainless steel and he went to level his arm out, Bailey’s instincts took over and shots rang out at an ear-cracking level as shell casings hit the floor by his feet—clank, clank, clank.

      After that, there was nothing but silence.

      

      “BAILEY?”

      SOMEWHERE IN the far periphery of his mind, Bailey heard his name and recognized the voice that had said it. But as he sat in the front seat of a newly arrived squad car and stared out the windshield at the Quick Mart in front of him, all he could focus on were the policemen now marking off the crime scene with a roll of yellow tape.

      The flashing lights that reflected in the grubby front doors from the swarm of cops and CFD ambulances that had descended after he’d keyed up his mic and reported shots fired were doing as requested and offering assistance. But as he sat there, motionless, trying to straighten out exactly what had happened in the last however many minutes, Bailey realized he was likely going into a state of shock.

      “Bailey?”

      There it was again. His name, in a voice he knew as well as his own. As he turned his head to look across to the driver’s side of the vehicle, he saw Sean opening up the car door and slipping inside. Bailey said nothing as his brother closed the door behind him, just turned and looked back out the windshield at the scene unravelling before him.

      It was like a dream. No, scratch that. This was a nightmare.

      Somehow, up until this point, Bailey had managed to make it through his career without ever firing a shot, or been shot at by a suspect. He’d been in dangerous situations where guns had been drawn but ultimately things had been resolved and everyone had gone home or to a jail cell in one piece afterward. Tonight, that had all changed.

      One minute he’d been shopping for Milk Duds, the next he’d ended someone’s life.

      “Craig?”

      At the use of his first name and Sean’s hand on his arm, Bailey blinked, swallowed, and then faced his brother. “Yeah, sorry. Hey.”

      Sean took in a deep breath. His lips were pulled into a thin line. “You okay? You’re not hurt? He didn’t—”

      “No.” Bailey shook his head. “I wasn’t hit. Just him.”

      “Right.” Sean ran a hand through his hair and down to the back of his neck. “Someone from COPA already talk to you?”

      Bailey nodded. He felt as though his body were on autopilot. “Just before you got here. Had to surrender my weapon.”

      “That’s standard procedure. Nothing to be worried about. From what I heard, this all seems pretty straightforward.”

      As straightforward as shooting someone three times in the chest and ending their life can be, Bailey thought, as he blinked at his brother and remained mute. Bailey’s brain replayed that moment for the hundredth time, until the jingling of that bell above the glass doors somehow made its way through all the chaos and found him.

      Bailey jerked his head around in time to see a gurney being rolled out by the paramedics, and his stomach twisted and knotted around itself as it threatened to expel the dinner he’d eaten earlier.

      “Hey? Bay?” Sean said as he grabbed Bailey’s arm and shook it. But there was no diverting Bailey. He kept his eyes locked on that gurney, on the body covered under that sheet, and though everyone who had talked to him since arriving had assured him he’d done everything by the book, there was absolutely nothing simple or straightforward to seeing a lifeless body and knowing that you were the one to have made it that way.

      As the CFD pulled away, Sean shook Bailey again. Bailey finally turned, and the look of concern in his brother’s eyes was something he hadn’t seen in years.

      “Look, I know you’re trying to process a lot right now, Bay. But you listen to me. You walked in on a robbery in progress. There was a hostage. The suspect had a gun, you told him to put it down, he didn’t. When he engaged, you fired.”

      Bailey licked his lips, which suddenly seemed dry.

      Sean reached for the back of Bailey’s neck and squeezed. “You did nothing wrong tonight.”

      Bailey nodded, but said nothing.

      “I mean it. You followed your gut, you saved someone’s life, and you did nothing wrong.”

      Bailey clenched his jaw as those words slammed into him and tried to fight back the overwhelming need to vomit. Then Sean was clapping him on the shoulder and letting him go. They straightened up and shifted apart in the squad car.

      Sean cleared his throat. “They’re gonna wanna talk to you back at the station. Go over this. Make sure you call your union rep just to be safe. There’ll be an investigation until it’s officially cleared, but I doubt it’ll take long.”

      “Right.” Bailey rubbed a hand over his face as he glanced at the clock on the dashboard, knowing his morning was about to get a whole lot longer and complicated over the next few hours. “God, this is so not how I saw my night going. ”

      “Never is. Just do what they say and it’ll be over in a few hours. Once it’s officially cleared, you’ll be back on duty and things will start to feel normal again. The first time is always the worst, Bay. But if you need anything, you call me. Okay?”

      Bailey nodded, then looked at his brother. “What about your case? I was going to—”

      “Don’t worry about it. And remember what I said: you didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t forget that.”

      Sean climbed out of the car, and as he shoved the door shut behind him, the sharp slam made Bailey flinch.

      Yeah, somehow, he had a feeling it was going to take a lot more than filing his report and telling himself he didn’t do anything wrong for his world to start going back to normal—if it ever could.
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        * * *

      

      “WELL, WELL, WELL. So glad you could grace me with your presence tonight,” Henri said as Detective Dick stepped out into the cool night air and slammed his car door shut behind him.

      This was the first time Henri had seen Dick since the wake-up call at Bailey’s the other day, and Henri would’ve been lying if he said he wasn’t feeling a little antsier than usual. That was the only excuse he really had for the smartass comment that flew off his tongue the second he saw Dick. Well, that, and this was the first time Dick had ever been late.

      But as the detective got closer, Henri noticed there was no fuck-you response getting loaded up and ready to be fired. Instead, there was a look of concern marring his face.

      “Would’ve been here sooner, but there was a shooting I got called in on. Bailey didn’t call you?”

      “To tell me your work schedule? Uh, no,” Henri said, shaking his head. “We got better things to talk about. Shocking, I know.”

      Dick let out an irritated sound that Henri figured was about to lead into the whole brotherly lecture thing. But instead, Sean’s eyes narrowed and he said, “Guess you’re wrong about that—talking to each other, that is. Bailey was there tonight, asshole. Thought he might’ve called if you two were hooking up to, you know, bump uglies later or whatever.”

      As Dick’s words began to sink in, Henri rewound them and hit play again, and when he got to the part where the words shooting and Bailey met in the middle, Henri’s pulse skipped a couple of beats and then fired off like he’d been injected with a shot of adrenaline.

      He shoved off the car and straightened. “Bailey was in a shooting? Tonight? And you just left him there? Is he okay? Where is he now?”

      Dick raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest. “Take a fucking breath, Boudreaux. He’s just fine. He wasn’t hit. Someone else was.”

      Oh, yeah. Okay, that makes sense. But even as Dick’s words began to compute, Henri’s heart was still threatening to up and stop on him.

      “Do you need to sit down? Take a minute?” Dick asked, and when Henri stared at him blankly, the detective continued, “Well, at least I know my baby brother’s more than just a fuck to you now. That’s a relief.”

      Dick’s words snapped Henri back to reality. Before he thought better of it, he got up in the detective’s face and said, “You should watch your fucking mouth.”

      “Oh yeah? And if I don’t? What are you gonna do about it?”

      Knowing that this particular moment was probably the most important one Henri would have with Dick regarding his baby brother, it was imperative that the detective knew that Henri wasn’t going away anytime soon, and he wouldn’t be goaded into a fight.

      Henri gritted his teeth and balled his fists by his sides as he faced off with the eldest Bailey brother, and reminded himself that hitting the fucker might make him feel better, but in the long run would likely cause more problems than it would solve.

      “I’m not gonna do anything. But how do you think Bailey would feel if he heard the way you were just talking about him?”

      The silent standoff between the two continued, and when Dick finally took a step back, he said, “You said you had information on the phone earlier. Is that true?”

      “Well, I didn’t just call you ’cause I missed your face.”

      “Spit it out, Boudreaux, then we can both be gone.”

      And it was the promise of that that finally made Henri talk. He wanted out of there as soon as possible, so he could go ahead and check in on Bailey. “I caught up with Scooter’s boy Ricky. Turns out the kid was onto something. Took me a few minutes and a handful of cash, but Ricky promised me a meetup with his supplier.”

      “Did he give you the name?”

      “Yeah, rAz. Was real jumpy ’bout it when I asked. Seemed worried the guy would know if he even mentioned it without having permission first.”

      Dick put his hands on his hips and let out a sigh. “I mean, makes sense. RAz isn’t exactly known for politely asking people to keep quiet. I have three dead girls who can attest to that.”

      “Sounds like a stand-up guy.”

      “Yeah, one who’d rather chop out a tongue or lop off a head than have someone snitch on him. He’s one person I can safely say the world would be better off without.”

      Henri knew the kind. Had been related to one, and grown up in fear of the other. But he doubted Dick would appreciate the comparison, or voluntarily offer to ease the world and end rAz’s existence.

      “Okay. So, we’re waiting to hear back from Ricky?”

      “Right.”

      “Did he give you a time frame?”

      Henri shrugged. “A week.”

      “A fucking week?” Dick said. “Are you kidding me?”

      “It’s the best I could get, and it’s more than we had, so…”

      Dick ran a hand through his hair and gripped the back of his neck. “Yeah, shit. Okay. So the second he calls, I want to know. We’ll co-ordinate and head over there. This guy doesn’t fuck around. If he even gets a whiff that you’re working with us, he won’t hesitate to put a bullet in your head. You are not to go alone.”

      “But—”

      “Boudreaux,” Dick said in a steely tone. “This is non-negotiable. If I find out that you went to see this motherfucker without me, so help me God, I will kill you myself. Got it?”

      Henri had to bite the inside of his cheek to stop himself from telling Dick that he was more than capable of looking after himself. But in the spirit of trying to keep the peace for Bailey’s sake, Henri gave a clipped nod and reached into his pockets for the baggies. As he handed them over to Sean, he said, “I got it.”

      “Very good. Then we’re done here.”

      “Guess we are.”

      Dick pocketed the drugs and then turned to walk away, but halfway to his car he stopped and looked back. “You know he’s too good for you, right?”

      Henri absently twisted one of the rings around his fingers. “I do.”

      Dick nodded. “Be sure to remember that anytime you think of doing something that would hurt him.”

      Henri schooled his features but otherwise remained silent. Dick headed to his car, climbed inside, and drove away.

      It wasn’t until he was gone that Henri noticed a sting in his palm, and looked down to see that he’d balled his fists until the ring on his left hand had cut through the skin. The idea of hurting Bailey causing both an emotional and physical response, because whether Henri wanted to or not, the likelihood that he wouldn’t mess this all up was slim to fucking none—wasn’t it?

      Henri shook his head and shoved that thought aside. It was too late to turn back now. He was in too deep, felt too much for Bailey. But when he pulled his phone out of his pocket, Henri saw that his desire to reach out and comfort Bailey would have to wait—at least for now.

      Bailey: Something came up at work. I need to cancel. Talk to you later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        I knew he would catch me.

        That’s why I came.

      

      

      

      IF SOMEONE HAD asked Bailey how he’d wound up standing outside a locked lobby door staring at an intercom in the Fulton Market District, he would’ve had no idea how to answer them.

      But that was where he found himself at nine forty-five in the morning, wearing the same blue jeans and black long-sleeved shirt he’d worn into work the night before, looking at the four names by the buttons for… There it is—H. Boudreaux.

      It’d been several hours since Bailey had sent Henri the text saying he would have to cancel their sleepover date, and while he hadn’t gone into details, Henri’s quick understanding and lack of questions had been much appreciated at the time. Now, however, it seemed Bailey’s brain had a different idea.

      The last eight hours had seemed like an eternity. Bailey felt as though he’d been walking around in a daze, barely able to see an arm’s length in front of himself, as he tried to navigate each new line of questioning lobbed his way. But luckily for him—or unluckily, depending on which way you looked at it—there’d been someone with him the entire time, writing down his responses and recording his every move.

      He’d been assured time and time again that it was just standard procedure, protocol, that what happened tonight seemed fairly straightforward and he shouldn’t worry. But the longer Bailey was left to think on his own, the more he kept coming back to: Fairly straightforward…?

      Was that how he was supposed to view taking someone’s life? Because it didn’t feel straightforward at all.

      “Hello?”

      Henri’s greeting was the first thing that seemed to cut through the fog that had enveloped Bailey’s brain since he’d handed over his gun and been ushered to a patrol car. And as Bailey startled and blinked at the speaker in front of him, he couldn’t even remember pushing the button.

      “Hello?” Henri said again, and Bailey quickly leaned forward to talk into the speaker.

      “Uh, hi… Henri?”

      “Bailey?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I know I said I wasn’t coming over and, well, it’s early, but—”

      Before Bailey even finished his sentence, there was a click from the door. “Come up here to me.”

      Wow. Simple as that.

      Henri asked no questions, wanted no explanations. He merely unlocked his door and ordered Bailey up, and that—among a whole slew of much more complicated reasons—was why Bailey had ended up on this doorstep in the first place.

      Out of all the people in his life at this point, Bailey had known that Henri was the least likely to pass judgment and offer up some feel-good platitudes. He struck Bailey more as being the no-bullshit type, which was exactly what he needed right now.

      As Bailey got off the elevator on the third floor—the top—he realized if this had been any other day or time, he might’ve wondered just how much a place like this cost to rent. Or own. He wasn’t sure which Henri did, but it had to be a lot.

      There were two residences on this floor. A duplex penthouse, for all intents and purposes, and after double-checking the number Henri had given him the other day, Bailey made his way down to the one on the far left.

      He was just coming up to the door when it opened up and Henri moved into the doorway to lean against the frame. As Bailey’s eyes landed on Henri, the suffocating haze that had been surrounding him instantly began to shift.

      In faded blue jeans and a white cable-knit V-neck, Henri looked comfortable, relaxed, and the best ending that Bailey’s shitty day could possibly have. His feet were bare and he was sporting a couple days’ stubble, and when Bailey stopped in front of him, Henri moved aside and let him in.

      It was that moment, as Bailey stepped over the threshold and let go of any vestiges of caution he might have had left, that he handed his heart over to Henri Boudreaux, to do with it what he would.
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        * * *

      

      BAILEY LOOKED LIKE he’d been to hell and back. His light blue eyes were bloodshot and his color pale. His shoulders looked heavy, weighted down with the burden he’d been carrying around for the past however many hours. The smile that Henri had kissed goodbye the last time they’d been with one another had been replaced with a tight, thin line.

      After receiving Bailey’s text saying he would be canceling their date together because of work, Henri had debated whether to go check on Bailey later today just to make sure he was doing okay.

      Dick had told Henri little to nothing in the way of details surrounding the shooting. But it didn’t take a genius to work out that Bailey was not doing okay.

      Not that he’d really expected him to be. From everything Henri had observed of Bailey during their time together, he’d come to realize that Bailey had this relentless optimism for humanity in spite of the career path he had chosen.

      Here was someone who no doubt saw the very worst society had to offer on a frequent basis, and yet Bailey was this sweet, shy guy who reminded Henri of summertime and sunshine whenever they were together. It was Bailey’s warm smile and quick-to-flush cheeks, always ready to light up his handsome face. Something Henri sorely missed now.

      Henri quietly closed the door and moved into the room. Bailey was now standing between the dining table and the kitchen island. He’d just stopped, and Henri wondered what exactly was running through his head.

      He knew firsthand what it was like to pull the trigger and end someone’s life, and whether or not they deserved it, the visual imprint from that moment changed you. It was something you could never go back from, was something you could never un-see—something Henri had learned just recently.

      Not that he could tell Bailey any of that, but at least Henri understood, and maybe, just maybe, he could offer some kind of solace to a man who looked seconds away from crumbling.

      Knowing the last thing Bailey probably wanted to do was talk more about what had happened, Henri walked by him and into the kitchen, where he decided to try for a little normalcy. To try to get Bailey thinking about something other than the shit-ton of questions he’d no doubt been bombarded with at the station.

      “Are you hungry?”

      Bailey turned toward where Henri now stood by the oven.

      The kitchen wasn’t overly large, nor the distance between it and the dining table, but as they stared at one another across the space, Henri suddenly felt as though it were a giant chasm where he stood on one side, and Bailey was a million miles away.

      Henri picked up the frying pan he’d gotten out before his intercom had buzzed and held it up. “I was about to make breakfast, an omelet. Have you eaten?”

      Bailey shook his head.

      “Would you like one?” Bailey nodded, and Henri gestured to the island. “Why don’t you sit down, keep me company?”

      Bailey’s eyes flicked to the two barstools, and Henri turned away to make him feel less self-conscious about actually being able to move his legs to walk from one side of the room to the other.

      Bailey looked rough, like a gentle breeze might knock him down, and Henri couldn’t help but worry that shock was setting in.

      Henri put the pan on the gas range and went to the fridge to grab out the carton of eggs, some ham, and cheese, and as he placed them all on the counter by the stove, he heard the stool pull out and looked over his shoulder to see Bailey settling down onto it. Good—that was a much better outcome than him passing out cold on the hardwood floor.

      Henri shut the fridge and moved all the ingredients over to the small workspace on the other side of the stove, and as he cracked the first egg on the side of the glass bowl and watched it fall inside, Bailey finally spoke.

      “I killed a man today.”

      Henri put the broken shell back in the carton and turned to find Bailey’s eyes locked on him. The complete and utter devastation in those usually carefree depths gutted Henri to his core.

      “I wanted some candy, so I stopped at a Quick Mart. Then I killed someone.” Bailey’s tone was flat, devoid of all emotion, and so far removed from the man Henri knew that it made the hair on the back of his neck stand.

      “Bailey—” Henri started as he walked to the opposite side of the island, but Bailey cut him off. Then a barrage of words spilled out of his mouth as though he was finally done holding them back.

      “I mean, he had a gun and a hostage, and I told him twice to put it down, but he didn’t listen.” Bailey shook his head. “He didn’t listen, and then his fingers moved. They moved, Henri. He was going to shoot. So I fired first.”

      Bailey’s eyes were wide and his hands trembled, and when he seemed to realize what they were doing, he brought them up to his face and scrubbed them over it, muttering, “I killed a man today…”

      Henri stepped around the island and wrapped his hands around Bailey’s wrists.

      “I killed a man. But it was all ‘straightforward,’ so that makes it okay.”

      Nothing about Bailey’s expression said he thought that this was okay. He had the look of someone who was stricken with guilt. There was a lot of self-condemnation behind those glistening eyes as they began to fill. Henri drew him forward and wrapped his arms around Bailey’s shoulders, and Bailey began to shake.

      Desperate fingers clutched at the back of Henri’s shirt, and as Bailey pressed his forehead to Henri’s chest to hide his shame, Henri wanted to tell him there was no need.

      But Henri said nothing, knowing there were no words that could make any of this easier or better. There was no magic eraser to remove the images that would forever be in Bailey’s mind.

      So, Henri stood there. Silent and steady, the rock in the center of someone else’s storm, the promise of stability for once in his life. And as Bailey fell apart in his arms, Henri was right there to catch him.
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        CONFESSION

        He’s wonderful.

        My kind of wonderful.

      

      

      

      BAILEY SPLASHED A handful of cold water on his face and stared at his reflection in the mirror of the washroom. He looked like hell. There was no other word for it.

      With red-rimmed eyes above bags heavier than the ones he’d taken on his last vacation, there was nothing attractive or appealing about the man staring back at him. And as Bailey thought about Henri, who was standing out in his kitchen waiting, he did a quick scan of the small space to see if there was a window he could climb out of so he wouldn’t have to show his face again this morning.

      Unfortunately, there was nothing.

      God, what must he think of me? Crying all over him like some kind of basket case. I should’ve just gone home and crawled into bed.

      But when a soft knock on the bathroom door sounded and Henri said, “You okay in there?” Bailey’s panic instantly faded, and he knew exactly why he had come there.

      Bracing his hands on the sink, he took in a deep breath and let it out, then he turned and opened the door to find Henri putting two full plates on the counter in front of the barstools.

      As Bailey emerged and shut the door behind him, Henri straightened and pointed to the food.

      “I thought you might be ready to eat something now. If you’re not, that’s okay—”

      “I am,” Bailey said, grateful for something normal to talk about. But as he crossed over to the place he’d just had one of the most humiliating moments of his life in, he gestured to the plate and said, “But do you mind if we eat at the table or—”

      “I have the perfect spot.” Henri quickly grabbed up the plates and forks, and then winked. “Follow me.”

      Bailey was close to positive he would’ve followed Henri to the end of the earth right then. Henri brushed by him and headed toward a glass and steel staircase whose steps were the same colored hardwood as the loft’s floor.

      Henri’s place was incredible, and though Bailey wished he were there under different circumstances, at least he was finally cognizant enough to appreciate it.

      As they went up the first flight of steps and turned to go up the second, Bailey looked back down to the open living area.

      There was one recliner and couch facing an empty bookcase that housed the TV. An industrial-looking stainless steel dining table fit in with the small but modern kitchen, and directly off to the right of the entrance was what looked to be an office area—maybe where Henri did some of his investigative work from.

      The space fit him well, from the indestructible metal throughout the bones of the place, to the scuffed-up but sturdy hardwood floors that felt sure and steady beneath your feet.

      Bailey imagined the loft to be just like the man who lived there. A little cool at first glance, until you delved deeper. But when you finally got to see the strength and resilience beyond the steel walls, the revelation was incredible.

      “This work for you?”

      Bailey turned in Henri’s direction. The second level of the loft was a long, narrow stretch of hardwood floor, with two doors to the bedrooms. But what had Bailey’s mouth falling open were the bifold doors that opened up to a private roof deck.

      Bailey walked past Henri and toward the doors, and when he stopped at the center of them, he stared out at the Chicago skyline and took a deep, calming breath. The view was surprising, and spectacular, much like the man who lived there.

      Henri walked by him, balancing the two plates in one hand, and flicked open the lock. Then, with a slight shove of his fingers, the doors slid back and folded up on themselves, opening the space up and letting in the cool morning air.

      “Well, come on, then. These omelets aren’t gonna eat themselves.” Henri walked out on the deck and headed toward the far end, where he had a small outdoor patio set with a round fire pit at the center of it. The space was perfect, cozy, and Bailey could imagine sitting by it with Henri at night.

      As Henri took a spot on the double-seater, Bailey went to move into one of the singles, but Henri cleared his throat and said, “Uh-ah, officer. Your spot’s over here.”

      Still feeling a little raw, and somewhat exposed from his earlier breakdown, Bailey hesitated but then moved to sit next to Henri, and instantly relaxed.

      Henri handed him one of the plates and a fork, and then settled back in the seat to cut into his food. Bailey wondered if Henri expected him to talk. But he merely nodded at the plate, and Bailey got the impression Henri was more concerned with him eating a meal than having a conversation. So, Bailey settled back beside him, piled his fork high, and dug in.

      As the warm, fluffy eggs hit his taste buds, Bailey groaned almost as loud as his stomach did, and when he shut his eyes and swallowed the mouthful, his appetite kicked into high gear.

      Like a starving man, he all but inhaled his meal and licked his plate clean after that, and once he was done and his hunger satisfied, Bailey glanced over his shoulder to find Henri watching him with half his omelet still on his plate.

      “Good?” Henri asked, and when Bailey nodded, a smile slowly crossed Henri’s lips, which made all of the shit Bailey had gone through over the past twelve hours fade into the background. “Do you want more?”

      Bailey eyed Henri’s plate. “Are you offering to give me the rest of your breakfast?”

      “I’m offering you anything you need to get to the other side of this in one piece.”

      Bailey’s stomach flipped at the sincerity of Henri’s words. But it was the look in his eyes that had Bailey’s heart close to bursting.

      Bailey had been waiting for someone to look at him like that his entire adult life. Henri was looking at him as though he’d move heaven and earth if it would make Bailey feel better. As though he would do anything in his power to ease Bailey’s troubles.

      Bailey put his plate down and shifted back in his seat beside Henri. When Henri realized what Bailey was doing, he put his plate on the table and raised an arm. Then, as though they’d done this every day of their lives, Bailey snuggled into Henri’s side and placed a hand on his chest. “Thank you.”

      Henri’s hand tightened on Bailey’s bicep. “For what? Making you breakfast?”

      “For opening your front door this morning, even though I said I wasn’t coming. For not asking all the questions I know you probably want to ask.” Bailey angled his head up and found Henri’s eyes. “For giving me a moment of normal when I feel anything but.”

      Henri shrugged. “You don’t have to thank me for any of that. But I am a little concerned that you think I’m normal. We might need to look into that a little closer.”

      Bailey’s lips twitched, and for the first time since last night, he felt the pressure on his chest ease a little. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Like, real close. For an extended amount of time, if need be,” Henri said, then lowered his head and brushed his lips over Bailey’s.

      At the gentle touch, Bailey sighed and curled his fingers around Henri’s shirt. But before things could get out of hand, Henri raised his head, and Bailey licked at his lips, immediately missing the contact.

      Today had been a whirlwind of a day, one that Bailey was still processing and trying to navigate his way through. But as he lowered his head to rest his cheek back on Henri’s shoulder, all he could think about was how right it felt to be there.

      “Don’t ever apologize for showing up here, okay?” Henri said a couple of minutes later. “I’m glad that you did. And if you want to stay today, tomorrow, however long you need—then you stay. I told you before. My problem isn’t being around you, Bailey. It’s leaving you that now seems…unimaginable.”
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        * * *

      

      IF HENRI NEVER moved from this spot, he just might die happy. It was a strange thought, given the man in his arms was dealing with a horrible tragedy. But Henri had never been more centered, more grounded in his life, and that was because he’d gone and done the unthinkable—he’d fallen in love.

      Somewhere between his intercom buzzing this morning and Bailey trusting him during one of the most difficult moments of his life, Henri had fallen head over ass for the shy, sexy police officer.

      The problem was that this was not the right time. The last thing Bailey needed was for Henri to start pouring his heart out and putting him on the spot, making him feel obligated to reciprocate. That wasn’t how Henri wanted that conversation to go. In fact, he had no idea how he would even start a conversation like that. All he knew was this was not the right time.

      Henri looked down to see Bailey’s eyes were now closed, and as he took in the thick lashes against his pale skin, he wondered how many hours Bailey had been awake.

      “Hey there, officer,” Henri whispered by Bailey’s ear. “Why don’t you come to bed? You must be exhausted.”

      Bailey blinked once, twice, looked up with bleary eyes, and nodded. Henri offered him a half-smile and removed his arm so they could get to their feet.

      After gathering up the plates, Henri led Bailey inside and put them on a table that was in the narrow hall on the upper floor. He shut the bifolds, and then turned to find Bailey standing with his hands in his jeans pockets, watching him.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I just… I didn’t know which room you wanted me in.”

      Henri took Bailey’s face between both hands, then lowered his head and said against Bailey’s lips, “My room.” Then he stepped back, took Bailey’s hand, and led him to the far end of the hall.

      “This is the room I want you in,” Henri said. “The room I’ve wanted you in from the first time I met you.”

      As Bailey stepped inside the master bedroom, Henri soaked in the sight of his cop finally standing there. The room was fairly sparse, the exposed brick walls an artistic feature that was unique but didn’t allow much in the way of putting up personal items. Not that he had any. He didn’t have photographs of friends and family, nor did he have heirlooms passed down and placed around his home like Bailey did.

      Instead, Henri had a comfortable king-sized bed on the diagonal between each window of the wall and sheer curtains that let in the sun or moonlight, depending on the time of day.

      Right now, the room was awash in light, and knowing that was likely going to make things difficult for Bailey to sleep, Henri said, “Sorry I don’t have the kind of curtains that’ll give you a really good sleep. But the bed’s comfortable.”

      Bailey pivoted, and when his eyes found Henri’s, something in them made Henri’s pulse skip. Those baby blues were swimming with emotions that Henri wanted to dive inside of and never leave. Bailey reached for the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head, and Henri found it difficult to swallow.

      Bailey tossed it over the end of the bed and reached out a hand. Henri took it. As their fingers interlaced, Bailey took the final step needed so they were toe to toe. “Are you going to stay?”

      Wild horses couldn’t have dragged Henri away then, but just in case that wasn’t clear, he brought Bailey’s hand up to his mouth and kissed his palm. “Yes.”

      “Then I’m going to sleep better than I would if I was anywhere else.”

      Henri didn’t know what to say to that. So, he let Bailey go and drew his own shirt off, and almost swallowed his tongue when Bailey removed his jeans.

      “Is this okay?” Bailey asked, when he noticed Henri had frozen in place. “I can put them back on—”

      “Bailey. It’s more than okay. I’m just trying to remind myself to behave, that’s all.”

      That shy smile of Bailey’s, the one that Henri had been worried had fallen victim to the harsh reality of what happened today, emerged, and Henri sent up a quick prayer of thanks that it wasn’t gone for good.

      “But just for today, right?”

      Henri blinked. “Huh?”

      Bailey walked around the side of Henri’s bed in his tight grey boxer briefs. “You’re not always going to behave, are you?”

      Henri moved to the opposite side of the bed, and as they pulled the covers back and climbed in, he tugged Bailey into his arms and kissed him. “What do you think?”

      Bailey aligned his body to Henri’s side and took a deep breath in, then he let it out and said, “I think you’re the most wonderful person I’ve ever met.”

      Henri looked down at him and arched an eyebrow. “That wasn’t the question.”

      “I know. But we both know the other answer. I just wanted to make sure you knew this too.”

      Bailey reached up for a kiss, and as he settled back in the crook of Henri’s arm and whispered, “Good night, Henri,” Henri stared up at the light shining in over the bed and wondered just how long the feeling of such contentment could last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        If I’m going to trust my feelings, I need to know where he stands.

      

      

      

      THE FITFUL MOVEMENTS from the legs entwined with Bailey’s woke him a couple hours later. It was subtle at first, a slight jerk here, a kick there, but as the minutes passed, Henri began to twitch consistently, and the arms around Bailey shuddered.

      Bailey gently shifted to look up at Henri, wondering if he would wake from whatever dream he’d slipped into. But when he noticed the tight line of Henri’s lips and clenched jaw, Bailey got the impression he was still deep in it.

      This wasn’t the first time he’d woken to find Henri amidst a restless sleep. In fact, the only other time he’d caught Henri sleeping he’d had a similar experience, and Bailey couldn’t help but worry.

      Bailey raised a hand, about to try to gently shake him awake, when Henri’s head turned away from him and he spat out, “That’s some bullshit, Joel, and you know it.”

      Bailey froze his hand where it was hovering just above Henri’s chest, and his stomach twisted around on itself as a rush of uncertainty flooded him.

      What does that mean? Bailey thought. He’s dreaming about Priest?

      Bailey tried not to read too much into that, especially with how kind and caring Henri had been with him this morning. But no matter how much he told himself it was nothing, Bailey couldn’t stop the niggling doubt in the back of his mind: that no matter how close the two of them got, Henri might always be hung up on—

      “I told you to get on your fucking feet.”

      Bailey jerked back as that biting order interrupted his thoughts. He could feel the rage rolling off Henri in waves, and it was so potent that Bailey was shocked it didn’t blast him from the bed.

      Henri twisted onto his side, and Bailey spotted beads of sweat on his brow and noticed his breathing was now coming in rapid pants. Then, just as Bailey decided enough was enough, Henri opened his mouth and said in a bone-chilling voice, “You’re lying…”

      The hair on the back of Bailey’s neck rose at the pain and disbelief in those two words. It was haunting. He reached out and stroked his fingers down Henri’s pale cheek, doing his best to comfort and rouse Henri from whatever hell he was trapped inside.

      The second Bailey made contact, those dark eyes of Henri’s opened, and where he’d last seen compassion and kindness looking back at him, Bailey now saw fear and loathing.

      The stark coldness in that usually hot gaze was shocking. While Bailey knew it wasn’t for him, the empty flatness of that expression told him that it was intended for someone who had hurt Henri deeply.

      Priest? No… Bailey couldn’t imagine Priest causing this level of damage. As the daze of sleep seemed to lift from Henri and he realized where he was, he cursed and scrubbed a hand over his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he said as he removed his hand. “I woke you up, didn’t I?”

      “That’s okay. I got a few hours in.”

      Henri let out a sigh and rolled to his back, draping his arm across his eyes. “I should’ve slept in another room.”

      “No.” Bailey scooted over until he was back against Henri’s side. “I wouldn’t have gotten any sleep if you’d done that.”

      Henri turned his dark head on the pillow, and this time when their eyes connected, the flat expression from seconds ago had been replaced with the warmth Bailey was used to.

      “Still, you need the sleep.”

      Bailey searched Henri’s handsome features as the two of them lay there face to face, and decided that instead of focusing on his mess of a life for now, he would rather focus on what had just happened here with Henri.

      “So do you, from what I’ve seen. Those dreams you have…” Bailey chewed at his lower lip for a second, wondering if he was getting too personal here, if Henri would shut him down. But after everything that had happened between them this morning, he decided it was worth a shot if it meant the two of them getting closer. “Do you have them often?”

      Henri studied Bailey closely for what felt like an eternity. “Not usually.”

      Bailey frowned. That was an odd answer, and when Henri seemed to realize that, he added, “I mean, they just started…recently.”

      “Because of Priest?” The words were out of Bailey’s mouth before he knew it. But as they lingered in the bed between him and Henri, he didn’t regret them. Not today, when he was as open and vulnerable as he could possibly be. He wanted to know where he stood with Henri, wanted to know if he could trust what he was seeing and feeling.

      “Priest?” Henri said, and when his brows drew down in a V, Bailey nodded and thought, It’s now or never.

      “Yes. You said his name just now. So I thought maybe his wedding had, I don’t know, stirred some things up for you.” When Henri looked at him blankly, Bailey added, “I know that this is new, and I’m a total basket case right now… But I need to know. Am I competing with him? Are you still in love with Joel Priestley?”
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        * * *

      

      HENRI WASN’T SURE what part disturbed him more. The fact that he’d been talking in his fucking sleep, or the fact that the man he’d just realized he’d fallen in love with now thought he was pining—and dreaming—about his ex.

      Fuck, Henri thought, as he tried to look at this from Bailey’s perspective. Does he really think that? And if he did, could Henri really blame Bailey, considering the circumstances they’d met under? The answer to that was no. But after everything that had happened in the last forty-eight hours, and where his mind was now, it was almost inconceivable.

      Henri knew he had to tread carefully here. He had no idea what he had or hadn’t said while he’d been trying to claw his way out of this new reoccurring nightmare of his. But the main issue Bailey had was Henri’s past relationship with a man Bailey considered his friend, and that was an area Henri could clear up right now.

      “Am I in love with Joel?” he said, and made sure to keep his eyes locked on Bailey’s. “Not anymore. But I was, for a long time.”

      A flash of something—hurt, jealousy?—flickered in Bailey’s eyes, and almost had Henri regretting his words.

      “You told me not to lie to you, remember?”

      Bailey swallowed and nodded. “I know. That doesn’t make it any easier to hear.”

      Henri shifted on the mattress, sliding one hand under the pillow where his cheek rested and reaching for Bailey’s hand with his other. Then, as they lay there side by side in the midafternoon sun, he entwined their fingers and said, “We knew each other when we were boys and met up again when we were in our twenties.” Henri paused and gave Bailey a half-smile. “It worked for a little bit, but then Joel met Julien and…”

      “And what?” Bailey asked. “You broke up?”

      Henri knew he could make it that simple, but some petty part of him decided it was time to tell this story the way it had actually happened. He was sick of always giving Priest the easy way out, of just disappearing from the picture because he’d known Julien was the better choice in the end.

      Here, today, with this particular man, Priest could be the bad guy, because on that day with him, he had been, damn it.

      “No. He met Julien while we were still—”

      “Dating?” Bailey asked, shoving up onto his elbow.

      And while he’d been about to say fucking, Henri supposed dating would do. “Yeah.”

      Bailey’s mouth fell open, and he looked so scandalized that Henri chuckled.

      “Careful there, officer. If the wind changes, your face will stay like that.” Henri winked. “On second thought, I kinda like you with your mouth open that way.”

      Bailey’s mouth clicked shut and he lowered himself back down to the bed. “I’m sorry. I’m just… Priest cheated on you?”

      “Well, to be fair, we weren’t officially a thing—”

      “Fuck that,” Bailey said with so much conviction that Henri lost his train of thought. He couldn’t remember Bailey ever sounding so pissed off.

      “I guess he did, yeah. But it’s ancient history now.”

      “Except then he went and married Robbie recently and brought old feelings back?” Bailey asked, and while that was what had been bothering Henri the day they’d first met, it certainly wasn’t what was keeping him awake now.

      “Bailey?”

      “Yeah?”

      Henri leaned over and pressed a kiss to his lips. “I’m not in love with Joel Priestley.” It took everything Henri had not to blurt out, How can I be, when I’ve fallen in love with you?

      “Okay.”

      “Okay? Just like that?”

      “Mhmm,” Bailey said. “Just like that.”

      And wow, didn’t that make Henri feel equal parts awesome and shit. On one hand, Henri was telling Bailey the complete and utter truth. But on the other, he’d managed to sidestep the original question of why he was having these fucked-up dreams in the first place.

      One thing at a time, though. Bailey was dealing with enough right now, and while he was doing a stand-up job at finding a million other things to distract himself, it was time for Henri to check in on him.

      “Good. Because it’s the truth.” Henri moved back to his pillow and eyed Bailey closely.

      The stubble lining his jaw was much darker, thicker than Henri had ever seen, since Bailey hadn’t been home yet for a shave, and with that closely buzzed hair, those brilliant blue eyes were downright mesmerizing—even with everything he’d been through.

      “Now, since we’re speaking truths, officer, are you going to tell me how you’re doing if I ask you?”

      Bailey’s lips twisted and he rolled to his back, but Henri wasn’t about to let him get away that easily. He’d let Bailey have time to decompress, to gather his thoughts and have a moment where he didn’t need to answer to anyone. But Henri was done giving him space. It was time to see where Bailey’s head was, time to make sure he was ready to deal with things, because this morning would suggest otherwise.

      “Bailey?”

      “I’m angry.”

      That answer was completely unexpected.

      Not that it didn’t make sense—Henri would be pissed off too if one second his night was going nice and dandy, and the next some asshole got in his face with a gun. But that was him, not Bailey, and just as he was going to delve a little deeper, Bailey turned his head on the pillow and looked Henri directly in the eye.

      “That’s pretty messed up, right? I shot a man, he died, and I’m angry at him.” Bailey grimaced. “I hate that I feel that way, but I do. I was having a good night…a great night, even, and now? Now I’m pissed off, because all I wanted was some chocolate, and if he’d just listened and put his damn gun down, he’d still be alive and I wouldn’t be feeling guilty for having done my fucking job.”

      Bailey practically vibrated, his jaw tense as he stared up at the wood beams running along the bedroom ceiling.

      “It’s not like I’m stupid or naïve,” Bailey continued. “I’ve trained for this, run through hundreds of scenarios just like it, and knew it would eventually happen. It’s a reality of the job. But…”

      Bailey bit down into his lip, and when it seemed like he was about to draw blood, Henri said, “But?”

      Bailey sighed and shut his eyes, and Henri wondered if that was all he was going to get, until Bailey said, “But no one trains you on how to feel after the fact.”

      “Right.” Henri wanted to tell Bailey that he knew exactly what that meant, that he understood how it felt to relive a moment like that over and over and not know how you would ever un-see it.

      But as he lay there beside one of the best men—possibly the best man—he’d ever known, Henri knew that his and Bailey’s stories were vastly different.

      There was no way Henri could openly sympathize without trying to explain what had happened with Julien, Priest, and Jimmy that night. And considering Bailey’s profession, and the fact he was feeling guilt over killing some motherfucker who’d pulled a gun on him and an innocent bystander, Henri thought he was going to have to find another way to comfort and support his cop.

      “I think that’s a pretty normal reaction, to be angry,” Henri said. “Your entire life changed last night because of his bad decision.”

      Bailey nodded but said nothing, and as Henri continued to look at him, an idea formed—if Bailey was in the mood to leave the loft for a little while.

      “Hey? You gotta be anywhere anytime soon?”

      “No. I’ve been put on administrative leave until the case is cleared, whenever that is. Then, who knows.”

      “So…” Henri brushed a kiss over the corner of Bailey’s lips. “What you’re saying is you’re mine to do with as I want for the foreseeable future.”

      Bailey raised an eyebrow, but for the first time since they’d woken up, he smiled. “Is that what I said?”

      “I mean, that’s what I heard.”

      “Ahh, well. I guess that’s what I said, then.”

      “Exactly. And I have a plan.”

      Bailey’s eyes narrowed, but before he could speak, Henri rolled away and sat up on the edge of the bed. “Should I be worried?”

      Henri looked over his shoulder. The covers had fallen down and were resting over Bailey’s hips, and as Henri thought over his plan, he couldn’t help but run his eyes over all the smooth skin covering Bailey’s spectacularly built chest.

      “You shouldn’t be. But ask me if I am when we get there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        There’s something so cathartic and hot

        about getting rough and sweaty with the right guy.

      

      

      

      “BOXING?” BAILEY STEPPED through the grimy glass doors that had Frank’s Boxing Gym peeling off them and took in the large open space in front of him. When Henri said he had an idea of something that might take Bailey’s mind off things today, this was the last thing he’d expected. But as he walked further inside the gym, Bailey realized it was absolutely perfect.

      The pungent smell of lemon cleaning supplies and sweat hit his nose, and Bailey felt his lips curve. This was like a big, warm hug.

      Directly off to the left were two rows of punching bags suspended from steel beams—there were a couple guys making hard jabs at them—and at the end of those were several freestanding reflex bags and a sparring BOB for practice.

      At the far end was a boxing ring, and there were red and black sparring mats off to the side for warm-up and practice. The ring was center stage, the heart and soul of the place, and it called to Bailey just as it had the first time he’d ever seen one at the annual Chicago PD vs. Chicago FD boxing tournament.

      That year his father had won the championship cup for his station. Slammin’ Sam, they’d called him after that, a name that eventually became tragically ironic.

      But Bailey wasn’t about to go there right now. He had enough on his plate without adding that as the cherry on top, so instead he focused on the gesture.

      “This is perfect.” Bailey looked back to Henri. “How did you know?”

      Henri gave a modest shrug. “Lucky guess, that’s all.”

      Bailey doubted that. Henri had been listening, paying attention, because one of the things Bailey remembered mentioning briefly in passing was that he liked to box to keep in shape. He also did it to unwind, something Henri had clearly clued in to.

      “Well, you guessed right. This is exactly what I need.” Bailey ran his gaze down Henri’s tall frame, and remembered Henri’s joke about being worried about what they were going to do today. “You ever done this before?”

      Henri walked over, his eyes drifting past Bailey’s shoulder to the ring. “Not often. But I’ve been in a ring a few times. I’m thinking I can hold my own with you.”

      The spark in Henri’s eyes made Bailey’s stomach flip, and he gave himself permission to forget everything that had happened in the last twelve hours and instead think about the last time he’d been with Henri. When they’d been planning their two days together after setting his kitchen on fire.

      Bailey took another look at the ring behind him. “You think so, huh?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      Bailey nodded. He’d never been able to resist a challenge, especially when it came to boxing. “True enough. Bring it on.”

      Ten minutes later, they’d paid for a day pass and changed into the clothes Henri had brought from home. Bailey was in a pair of black sweats and a white tank, and Henri was in the same, but all black, of course. The Nikes Bailey had worn to the station worked out perfectly, though he would’ve preferred his lightweight shoes for a workout/sparring match. But beggars couldn’t be choosers, and with all the years he’d been doing this, a pair of shoes wasn’t going to make or break him against someone who’d done this maybe once or twice before.

      Not that it matters who wins. Oh, who am I kidding? With the way I broke down this morning, is it so much to ask that I be able to kick a little ass here this afternoon?

      Bailey came out of the locker room and took a seat on one of the benches, then reached for the hand wraps Henri was just finishing up with. When he realized that Henri was quite proficient at that for someone who hadn’t done this “often,” he asked, “So, where’d you learn to box?”

      Henri looked up, and when a piece of his dark hair flopped forward on his forehead, Bailey had the insane urge to reach out and push it back from his face.

      The only thing that stopped him was the fact they weren’t alone, and Bailey wasn’t sure he’d be able to stop at just a touch from the man who had opened his door this morning, comforted him, fed him, and was now about to heal him.

      “What’s that?” Henri said, snapping Bailey out of his trance.

      Bailey looked down at Henri’s wrapped hands. “You’ve clearly done that before. So where’d you learn?”

      Henri grabbed up one of the gloves next to him and slipped it on before reaching for the other. “Back home,” he said, as Bailey began to wrap his own hands. “I used to do it sometimes for money when I was a teenager. But also because I wanted to hit something.”

      Bailey frowned. That answer was not what he’d expected. But then he thought about why he was there today, what he’d told Henri he was feeling—angry—and wondered if that was why Henri had wanted to hit things.

      He’d once said he and his father hadn’t gotten along, and Bailey couldn’t help but wonder if that was why Henri was the way he was now. Had he been an angry boy, a sad one? Bailey wished he were brave enough to ask. He wished he knew for certain that Henri would tell him. But that was a conversation for another day.

      Instead, he went with a simpler approach. “Did it help?”

      Henri’s eyes darkened until it seemed they were almost black. He shoved the other glove on and said, “It did, for a little while. Until the pain of getting hit wore off and I remembered who I was again.”

      The matter-of-fact way Henri delivered that sentence made Bailey’s heart ache, but before he could think of an appropriate response, Henri got to his feet and said, “Sparring mats or the ring, officer?”

      Bailey was smart enough to know that Henri was done with that conversation for now. Grabbing the gloves from the bench beside him, Bailey put them on and said, “How about we stick to the mats.”

      “The mats it is.”
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        * * *

      

      AROUND FIVE MINUTES into their first go-around, Henri realized his mistake. Sure, Bailey had told him he boxed to keep in shape and unwind after work. But what Bailey didn’t say was just how fucking good he was.

      They’d started out with some simple sequences, both getting in some light jabs here and there to each other’s gloves. But before long they’d grown tired of the one-two practice throws with no real challenge or threat and decided to really go after one another—or, as Henri was starting to discover, Bailey came after him.

      With his chin down and his eyes forward, Henri had one hand level with his jaw and his other up in a basic guard pose. He was focused and ready, his eyes locked on Bailey’s, as his cop began to lead them around the mat in a dance that required a little more skill than Henri possessed. But it wasn’t until Bailey finally struck that Henri realized he didn’t stand a chance.

      Quick as a whip, Bailey’s arm shot out and made sharp contact with the right side of Henri’s torso. The impact was noticeable, but not damaging, and Henri quickly sidestepped the next couple of throws.

      Fuck, he’s sexy, Henri thought, and when Bailey smirked, Henri shook his head. I box to unwind. Yeah, right. Bailey knew exactly what he was doing, and Henri was about to call his bluff.

      “You think you’re real clever, huh? Tricking me? Just remember, payback is a bitch, Bailey.”

      A challenging light entered Bailey’s blue eyes and Henri’s dick twitched. Damn, it’d been a hot minute since he’d seen Bailey look anything other than sad, and it was nice to finally see a spark of life returning to his officer.

      “Oh?” Bailey said as his eyes fell to Henri’s feet and he moved with him around the mat. “Is that a threat?”

      “Just a friendly reminder that we won’t be in your domain all day.”

      “Consider me reminded.” Bailey slicked his tongue over his lower lip, and when Henri’s eyes fell to the move, Bailey took full advantage.

      Bailey’s arm shot out again and his glove tapped Henri on the right side, once, twice, and then a third shot landed on his left. But this time Henri recovered quickly and got in a swift jab to Bailey’s upper torso.

      Bailey grunted at the impact, and Henri imagined him making the exact same sound in his ear as he shoved inside Bailey in a rough move of possession.

      There was a bead of sweat on Bailey’s brow now as he sized Henri up, and Henri couldn’t help but imagine Bailey’s built body covered in the same sheen—and licking it off.

      “Ready to quit yet?”

      The arrogance recaptured Henri’s attention and guaranteed his hard-on for the rest of the afternoon and evening, and when Bailey’s eyes lowered to his sweats, Henri knew there was no hiding it—so he didn’t bother. His back was to the rest of the establishment, and as Henri eyed his cocky opponent, he noticed that Bailey’s breathing was coming a little…faster now.

      “Do I look like I want to quit?”

      Bailey tongued his top lip, as though he were thinking over his answer. Then he raised his gloved hands in the universal signal of time and crossed the mat. “No. You look exactly the way I feel right now.”

      Henri’s cock throbbed between his legs, but somehow he managed to say, “And how’s that?”

      “Like you want to pay me back for kicking your ass.”

      Henri’s fists curled in his gloves, his entire body vibrating with a hungry need. “Oh, I want to pay you back all right, at my place, alone. So what do you say, officer?”

      Bailey’s breath caught, and he looked over his shoulder to the locker room and said, “How about we, uh…hit the showers first?”

      If Henri hadn’t been so on edge he might’ve taken Bailey up on that offer, but he knew better. They weren’t the only two there at the gym, and it was best if he didn’t go anywhere near Bailey when he would be so…fuckable.

      “How about you hit the showers,” Henri said, knowing that would give him a little time to get himself under some kind of control. “Go get all clean for me, so I can dirty you up when I get you back home.”

      Bailey didn’t need any further instruction after that. He was in and out of the shower in under ten minutes. In less than fifteen, they were inside Henri’s car. Twenty minutes later, the front door to his loft was being pushed open, and twenty-one minutes after that, Henri had Bailey exactly where he wanted him—alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        I always hated the stairs as a workout.

        But maybe it was because I was doing it wrong.

      

      

      

      BAILEY HAD BARELY shut the door to Henri’s loft when his back was shoved up against it, Henri’s body flush against his. The entire drive back from the gym had been an exercise in restraint, each of them making the trip in silence, the air swirling around them all but crackling with sexual need.

      Somewhere during his hellish night, horrible morning, and midafternoon boxing therapy session, Bailey’s emotions had run the full gamut. He’d gone from shock to upset, grief to guilt, disbelief to anger. And now, as his back collided with the solid wood surface, he’d thrown all of those aside to focus on something much easier to understand—lust.

      “Fuckin’ hell,” Henri said, his hands immediately going to the edge of Bailey’s tank top. “That drive felt like it took forever.”

      “I know.” Bailey slid his palms over the black fabric of Henri’s sweats to his ass. “I was close to asking the driver of that red Toyota at the last stop if they know it’s just as illegal to drive under the speed limit as it is to drive over it.”

      Henri chuckled as he bent his head to nip at Bailey’s lower lip. “In a hurry to get back here or something?”

      Bailey squeezed the tight ass in his hands and thrust his hips forward. “What do you think?”

      Henri inched his fingers under the material of Bailey’s top, kissed his way up to Bailey’s ear, and whispered, “I think I want to get you out of these clothes. Right. Fucking. Now.”

      Bailey groaned and nodded, and as Henri began to inch the top up his torso, Bailey raised his arms. Henri growled, a sound that went straight to Bailey’s dick, and when his shirt was up around his wrists, Henri wrapped them several times, tucked in the end, and then pinned them in place against the door with one of his hands.

      “Oh, would you look at that. Seems you’re gonna be detained for a little while, Officer Bailey.”

      Bailey licked along his lower lip as he bucked his hips. “Now there’s a role reversal.”

      Henri gave a devilish grin that made Bailey’s blood heat, then lowered his head and licked a hot, wet path up the underside of one of Bailey’s biceps. “Never been restrained before, huh?”

      Bailey swallowed and turned his head, and the scorching heat in Henri’s eyes did nothing to douse the flames licking through his veins. “No. You?”

      The smirk that crossed Henri’s lips was downright depraved. “Many have tried, but…”

      “But?” Bailey said, the word practically a sigh when Henri wedged a thigh between his leg.

      “But I can get out of a pair of handcuffs in less than ten seconds. Sooo, there’s really no point.”

      The twinkle in his eyes told Bailey that Henri was telling the truth, and there was something so damn hot about his arrogance. “I’d like to see that.”

      “Hmm. I’ll make you a deal.” Henri brushed their lips together. “If you can find the energy to cuff me once I’m through with you, I’ll show you.”

      Something about that offer, the idea of having Henri at his mercy, had Bailey arching off the door in an effort to get closer to Henri. All his thoughts now centered around Henri’s naked body, his for the taking. “Deal.”

      “Good. Now, I was thinking it just might be fun to see if you can follow orders like we talked about on the phone yesterday. Remember that conversation?”

      Oh shit. Bailey had completely forgotten about that. But as Henri let go of his hands and said, “Keep your arms above your head until I tell you to move,” it all came rushing back and went directly to Bailey’s dick.

      Henri hooked his fingers into the elastic of Bailey’s waistband and slowly inched the sweats down one side of his hip.

      When Bailey groaned, Henri shook his head. “Don’t you move.” Bailey clenched his fingers into fists in an effort to keep still. Once he had himself under control, Henri tugged the other side of the sweats down and said, “Now, where was I?”

      Driving me out of my mind? Bailey thought, as Henri placed his lips to his collarbone.

      “Oh, that’s right.” Henri flicked his tongue over the tight skin there. “I was getting you out of these fucking clothes.”

      Bailey swallowed a deep breath as Henri began to pull the sweats and briefs free. As he dragged his tongue down the center of Bailey’s torso, Bailey let his breath out in a rush, fearing that the pleasure and lack of oxygen to his brain would make him pass out—and he’d be damned if that happened before he got to the naked portion of this afternoon.

      “Mmm, all nice and fresh,” Henri said, now kneeling at Bailey’s feet, and then he flicked his tongue around Bailey’s navel and dipped inside. “All over, I wonder?”

      Bailey’s dick lurched, making it clear it didn’t want to be left out of the taste-testing action.

      “I told you back at the gym that payback would be a bitch, Bailey. You need a time-out?”

      Bailey shook his head. He could feel Henri’s warm breath ghosting over the head of his cock, and the sensation was so sublime that it had his tongue saying words he never could’ve imagined saying. “I need your mouth on my dick.”

      It was a toss-up as to who was more surprised by his boldness. But there was no doubt who recovered first, judging by the hedonistic chuckle that rumbled out of Henri.

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes,” Bailey said, panting. “Jesus, Henri. Are you trying to drive me insane?”

      “Maybe a little.” Henri reached out and wrapped a fist around the root of Bailey’s shaft and leaned in to flick his tongue over the swollen head. “But what I’m really trying to do is get you naked so I can get inside you. So how about you step out of these and do us both a fucking favor?”

      At the loss of Henri’s hand, Bailey was spurred into action, kicking out of his Nikes and then stepping out of what was left of his clothes. Once he was completely naked, Henri got to his feet and took a step back, running his scorching gaze over Bailey’s face, his chest, his abs, and finally his hard cock, which was now on proud display.

      “Fuck, Bailey,” he said, and massaged the bulge behind his sweats. “I’ve gotta say, you look real fucking good standing there against my door. Spread your legs a little wider for me.”

      Bailey’s entire body vibrated at the compliment and order, and then he shifted until his feet were shoulder width apart.

      Henri abandoned any kind of slow, steady payback bullshit then. He shoved his hand in behind the straining black material of his pants to grab hold of himself and stroke. The expression in his eyes had Bailey’s balls tightening.

      Henri looked like a man who wanted to get inside of him and stay there for as long as it took to slake the lust clawing at him. Bailey jutted his hips forward, and Henri finally moved.

      He took two strides, grabbed hold of Bailey’s chin, and then crushed his mouth down over the top of Bailey’s. The kiss all but melted Bailey to the floor. He grunted as he shoved his head forward, thrusting his tongue between Henri’s lips, and when Henri bit down on his lip, Bailey cursed.

      A harsh growl rumbled out of Henri’s throat as he reached up over Bailey’s head and pinned his tied wrists in place. He began to roll his hips against Bailey’s.

      Every single thought in Bailey’s head disappeared until all that remained was Henri. He wanted Henri’s hands, mouth, and body, and he wanted them now.

      “Henri.” Bailey tore his mouth free, and his head fell back against the door. “Fuck… I…”

      Henri flexed his fingers around Bailey’s wrists and scraped his teeth along his jaw. “Come with me,” he said against Bailey’s lips, then he tugged on the material around Bailey’s wrists and pulled his arms down, guiding him away from the door.
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        * * *

      

      HENRI’S COCK WAS pounding like a motherfucker. But what did he expect? He’d barely let his cop walk inside his place before he’d tied Bailey up, pinned his hands over his head, and stripped the gorgeous man naked. Of course, his dick hated him. It wanted in. It wanted action. It wanted Bailey, and when they got upstairs to his bedroom, Henri planned to give it all those things.

      As Henri guided Bailey across the living room, he couldn’t help the delicious satisfaction he got from the fact Bailey was letting him order him around right now. Not only that, but he was fully into it.

      His cop was opening up, exploring his sexual side more and more every time they were together, and holy fuck, when he’d told Henri to suck his dick, Henri had just about forgotten his little game of payback and decided to let Bailey be in charge.

      But no, he hadn’t forgotten. In fact, he was well into his “boss the cop around” fantasy now. As he stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked up, Henri knew exactly what he wanted to see next.

      “After you,” Henri said as he moved aside, wondering just how far Bailey’s boldness would go. Bailey eyed the stairs and then looked at Henri. When Henri arched a brow, the sexy officer swallowed and walked forward to take the first step.

      Henri moved in behind him, his eyes travelling from Bailey’s bare feet to his muscled calves. When Bailey took the second and third step, Henri’s gaze roamed further north to the tight hamstrings and spectacular backside.

      The plan was to get Bailey upstairs to his bed, where Henri could get naked, stretch out over that toned body, and work it out.

      But around halfway up the staircase, his bedroom seemed too far away and the temptation in front of him too close. “Stop.”

      Bailey froze, two steps from the landing, and started to turn around.

      “Don’t move. Stay exactly the way you are.”

      Henri moved up a step until he was eyelevel with Bailey’s phenomenal ass. He reached out and ran a finger down Bailey’s crack. “Now, bend over, officer.”

      Henri remained silent, wondering just how far Bailey was willing to go with this. But then his cop parted his legs a little for a sturdier stance and bent at the waist, and Henri cursed—loudly.

      “Best fucking view ever.” Henri took another step up. “Brace your hands on that landing there. Yeah,” Henri said when Bailey did as he was told. “Just like that.”

      Goddamn it.

      Bailey looked so fucking good right now that Henri wasn’t exactly sure where he wanted to start. One thing he was sure of, though, was how thankful he was that he still had his wallet in his pocket, because there was no way on God’s green earth they were gonna get off these stairs without him fucking the hell out of Craig Bailey.

      Lowering to the step in front of him, Henri settled on his knees and brought his hands up to the smooth skin covering Bailey’s ass. Bailey sucked in a breath, and Henri knew his cop was just as on edge as he was.

      “You have the best ass I’ve ever seen in my life. You know that.” As Henri squeezed and pulled Bailey’s cheeks apart, a desperate groan floated down the stairwell.

      “Damn, Bailey.” Henri dragged one of his thumbs along Bailey’s narrow channel. “This little detour of mine is working out even better than I first thought.”

      As Henri pressed the pad of his thumb against the tight hole, Bailey shoved back, making Henri chuckle.

      “Hmm, you’re liking it too, I see.” Henri bent his head and flicked his tongue across the base of Bailey’s spine. “What do you like most, I wonder? Me bossing you around? You naked on your hands and knees? Or me—about to kiss, bite, and fuck this incredible body of yours right here on my staircase?”

      “Holy shit.” Bailey’s voice shook as his body trembled, and Henri scraped his teeth across the top of one of Bailey’s cheeks.

      “Bailey?”

      “Yeah,” Bailey all but panted, making Henri grin.

      “Spread these knees a little wider for me. I wanna get all up in here and drive you crazy.”

      A curse left Bailey’s lips, but he immediately did as he was told, and once he was braced and steady, Henri lowered his head and dragged his tongue along the hot, shadowy cleft calling to him.

      “Ahh… Oh my fucking God,” Bailey called out, as his body tensed and his ass flexed in Henri’s hands, then his thighs locked in place on the stairs, and Henri used his thumbs to pull Bailey even further apart.

      After that, he showed no mercy. Henri flicked the tip of his tongue over Bailey’s warm, freshly showered flesh, and tormented the tight little pucker he was about to get inside. He dipped in and out, licked up and over, until Bailey was all but fucking his face, and when he added his thumb, then two fingers, a tortured sound tore out of his cop.

      Henri raised his head, and as he took in his fingerprints and whisker burns marking Bailey’s skin, a sense of ownership overtook him.

      Bailey was his. Here, now, and, as far as Henri was concerned, tomorrow and every day after that, and by the time they were through on the stairs, there would be no doubt left about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        I’d disappear with him anywhere…

        Anywhere.

      

      

      

      BAILEY’S ENTIRE BODY was as tense as a tripwire. He braced his hands on the landing above him and stared at the knot of wood directly in his sightline. He’d been using it to focus on ever since Henri had said, “Now, bend over, officer,” and it was the only reason he hadn’t already lost his damn mind.

      Never, in all his life, had Bailey been so aware of every single nerve ending in his body. But as he knelt on Henri’s staircase, naked, spread open, and all but vibrating, Bailey thought it possible he just might die if he didn’t get some sort of relief, and soon.

      Somewhere between entering Henri’s loft and being stripped out of his clothes, Bailey had given himself over. He’d given himself permission to let go of everything on his mind, and decided that instead of worrying about things out of his control, he was going to focus on the things he could. Like following Henri’s orders, word for goddamn word.

      “Bailey, Bailey… Fuck me. I wish you could see the way you look right now.” Henri’s voice was reverent, but rough as sandpaper.

      Bailey’s hands were still bound, his thighs spread shoulder width apart, per Henri’s direction, and as Bailey’s cock made a mess all over Henri’s stairs, he held himself propped up in place, aware of a delicious ache forming in his knees, thighs, and biceps.

      He was going to feel this in more ways than one later. But when Henri’s hands came back to smooth over his ass, Bailey didn’t much care.

      “You know, I’m never going to be able to look, walk, or pass by these stairs again without seeing you on them like this.”

      As Henri stroked his thumbs down the slick path he’d made of Bailey’s crack, he spread him open. A shiver skated up Bailey’s spine.

      “Hmm. I love when you do that.”

      Bailey’s body vibrated again as Henri’s lips found the curve of his back and he snaked one of his hands between Bailey’s legs to wrap around his aching cock.

      “When you tremble,” Henri whispered against his skin, as he began to stroke Bailey’s dick up and down. “When you shake for me like your body is about to come undone. About to explode from the intense fucking pleasure it’s experiencing.”

      “Fuck. Oh, fuck.” Bailey squeezed his eyes shut, trying to keep a hold of himself, as he dug his fingertips into the solid wood beneath them and thrust backward.

      He could feel Henri’s lips, teeth, and tongue tormenting his overly sensitized skin. When Henri finally began to kiss his way up Bailey’s spine, and let go of his erection to take hold of his waist, the anticipation of finally being filled had Bailey glancing back.

      Henri raised his head, their eyes connected, and the fierce expression of arousal etched across his face gave Henri’s features a wild, almost savage look, as he slowly drew his tongue further up Bailey’s back.

      Bailey’s arms shook and threatened to give way. He shoved back as Henri continued to make his way closer, closer, until he pressed a kiss to Bailey’s shoulder. “I’m about to fuck you until we both collapse on this staircase.”

      As the warmth of Henri’s body left his, Bailey almost whimpered. Then Henri grabbed hold of Bailey’s waist and dragged the tip of his shaft along his narrow channel.

      Bailey hung his head and counted back from a hundred. Don’t come. Don’t come, he told himself, as he shoved back against the intruder.

      Henri chuckled, but the sound was strained, as he grabbed Bailey’s hips. “Mmm. You want that, huh?”

      “Yes.” Bailey didn’t hesitate, willing to beg if it would get him what he wanted—and what he wanted was Henri inside him, filling him, consuming him.

      Henri ran a hand over Bailey’s hip and down to his ass to spread him open, and then Henri’s wide head began to penetrate him.

      Bailey’s arms shook as they did their best to hold him up, and he locked his thighs in place as Henri bore down on him until he was in as deep as he could go.

      “Oh hell, Bailey…” Henri sounded like a man struggling to keep himself under control. As Bailey’s body adjusted to the exquisite intrusion, and the pleasure of being so incredibly full swept over him, his muscles clenched and tightened.

      Henri cursed and pulled back, withdrawing from Bailey’s body in a long, smooth stroke. The thought of him going anywhere had Bailey gripping the landing in front of him and using it to propel himself backward.

      A guttural shout left Henri and echoed up and around the stairs. As he tunneled back inside and bottomed out, he leaned down over Bailey’s back and said by his ear, “Okay then, officer. You want it hard and fast? Then hang on tight, just in case the stairs give way.”
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        * * *

      

      HENRI WAS ONLY half joking as he watched his cock disappear between the roundest, tightest ass cheeks he’d ever had the pleasure of getting between. But when Bailey angled his upper torso down and shoved back, Henri thought his threat just might turn out to have some weight.

      Bailey looked, felt, and sounded unreal, and with the way he was now thrusting back and forth, using the landing as both an anchor and a kind of springboard to help him move exactly the way he wanted to, Henri really didn’t have to do much but hold on and let his cop top him from the bottom—and fuck, he was doing a damn good job of it.

      Up until this moment, Henri had been the one in charge, issuing the orders, guiding Bailey. But as Henri looked up to Bailey’s muscles rippling across his back and his shoulder blades flexing, Bailey was definitely the one setting the pace and rhythm.

      “That’s it,” Henri growled, as Bailey widened his legs a little further, both spreading himself open and giving his knees a much-needed switch in position. They were no doubt aching like a motherfucker, but judging by the rapid breathing and curses flying out of Bailey’s mouth, he didn’t much care. He was too far gone, immersed in the toe-curling ecstasy. “Stroke me. Fuck, Henri, I need your hands or something on my—”

      Henri wrapped his hand around Bailey’s cock in a second, and as he began to work it up and down, he thrust in and out of Bailey, until his cop threw his head back and cried out.

      “Yes, Henri, fuck. Fuck. Right there. Right fucking there.” The demand was as bold as it was needy, and as Henri delivered exactly what Bailey had asked for, the cry that left Bailey’s throat was raw, eager, and uninhibited.

      Gone was the shy, unassuming police officer. Bailey had left this plane of existence for one where there was nothing but them. His muscles tensed and began to shake, his body gripping Henri’s cock like a vise, and they both finally gave in and flew over to the other side.

      As the storm that had just barreled through the loft subsided, Henri eased out of Bailey, who looked as though he were about to collapse on the stairs, uncaring of his nude and used body. Henri leaned forward to press a kiss to the center of Bailey’s spine.

      Bailey grunted and shifted to the side, and when he craned his head to look back, Henri aimed a sinner’s grin his way.

      “You made a mess of my stairs, Bailey.”

      Flushed all over from his arousal, Bailey was dotted with sweat and cum, and looked like something straight out of one of Henri’s fantasies. “Guess I did. But it’s your fault, so…” Henri grabbed the rail and pulled himself to his feet. Bailey ran his eyes over Henri from head to toe and let out a satisfied sigh. “Was definitely your fault.”

      Henri chuckled. He was all kinds of fucking pleased that Bailey was finally in a place where he said exactly what he was thinking. “You able to get up to my bedroom on your own? Or you need me to throw you over my shoulder?”

      Bailey’s eyes widened. “I’m almost tempted to see if you could actually do that.”

      Henri rolled the condom off, took a step over the messy step, and offered his free hand to Bailey, who took it. “You doubting my manly prowess?”

      Once he was on his feet, Bailey winced a little, then chuckled. “Well, considering I can barely walk, I’m thinking no.”

      Henri wrapped an arm around Bailey’s waist and gently squeezed his ass. This was nice, the two of them alone like this. It was a pity it couldn’t stay like this for a little while longer…or could it? And before Henri knew what he was saying, he blurted out, “Come away with me.”

      Bailey blinked at him, and Henri quickly added, “I know your life is crazy at the moment, and the last thing you probably should do is vanish. But that’s what I’m good at and maybe—”

      “Yes.”

      Henri almost tripped over his tongue. But he quickly regrouped and said, “Yes?”

      “Yes,” Bailey said again, and then that gorgeous smile Henri had feared was lost appeared. “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than disappear with you right now. Just tell me when and where.”
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        CONFESSION

        This is the end of something.

        I can feel it, and so can he.

      

      

      

      IT TURNED OUT that when and where was early tomorrow morning and somewhere…sunny. That was all Henri had told Bailey, other than to not pack a whole lot. In fact, there had been a lengthy discussion on whether he needed to go home to pack anything at all. But after pointing out that he at least needed clothes to get to and from wherever they were going, Henri had reluctantly agreed to drop Bailey home for a couple hours, while he went about making the necessary arrangements for their little…vanishing act.

      That was where Bailey found himself now, standing inside the front door of his home for the first time since his life had been turned on its head, and the silence that greeted him was deafening.

      It was strange. He’d never felt that way before in this house, that it was too quiet. It had always been full of friends and family, and after they had gone or moved on, memories had filled the home, making it feel alive.

      But as Bailey stood there now, looking into the living room and out to the property that stretched beyond, he suddenly realized just how big and empty it felt, and just how alone he was standing in it.

      That was Henri’s fault. Not because of anything bad, but because in the midst of one of his most horrible days, Henri had shown Bailey exactly what he wanted in life—and empty spaces and quiet rooms were not it.

      He wanted omelets and conversations and to be held on rooftop patios. He wanted to watch the sun rise and see the man beside him wake. He wanted a boxing partner who would give as good as he got, and he wanted to be devoured on a staircase at least once a month.

      Bailey wanted it all, and he wanted it with Henri.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      The quick rapping on his front door startled Bailey, and he whirled around. It was just closing in on five, and he wasn’t expecting Henri until after seven or eight. Bailey peered through the peephole.

      Xander. Shit. Bailey had completely forgotten to text him back. His friend had reached out this morning as soon as word of the shooting had hit the news, but Bailey had been in between interviews and questioning down at the precinct and said he’d call him back. Clearly, Xander had decided he was done waiting.

      Bailey looked over himself and sighed. There was no way to make his clothes look any less lived in after wearing them for two days straight. But at least he’d showered and shaved back at Henri’s.

      Taking a deep breath and plastering on an I’m doing fine expression, Bailey reached for the door handle.

      “Bay, hi,” Xander said as he stepped forward and drew Bailey into a hug. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”

      “I’m sorry. I should’ve called you back, but—”

      “No, no. Don’t even worry about that,” Xander said. “I got George to cover for me. I just needed to see you were okay with my own two eyes.”

      As Bailey pulled away from Xander, he offered up a halfhearted smile and moved aside. “I’m doing okay. It was a rough morning, but after they grilled me for a few hours, they let me go.”

      Xander ran a hand through his hair as he walked by, and Bailey shut the door. “I still can’t believe it. When I heard about the robbery and then your name and a shooting?” Xander shook his head. “I’ve never been more scared in my life, Bailey. Jesus.”

      More guilt slammed into Bailey hard and fast, piling on top of the copious amounts he was already feeling. He tried for a smile to ease his friend’s worry.

      “I’m fine, see?” Bailey held his hands out to his sides, and when Xander rolled his eyes, Bailey said, “I was a bit shaken up, but other than that, I’m okay.”

      Xander looked him over. “Yeah, I don’t know about that. When was the last time you changed your clothes?”

      Bailey’s lips twitched, but then he got serious and said, “I haven’t, actually. I just got home around ten minutes ago.”

      “They kept you down at that station that long?”

      “No, I, uh…” Bailey rubbed the back of his neck. “I went to Henri’s once I was done there, and, um…”

      A smile slowly curved Xander’s lips. “Spent the day?”

      Bailey nodded and walked into the living room. “Yeah, that’s right.”

      Xander followed, and as they both took a seat, he looked Bailey directly in the eye and, as always, said exactly what was on his mind: “Interesting that that’s where you wound up after one of the most traumatic moments of your life.”

      Bailey frowned, thinking about how right it had felt to be with Henri. But if he were to go back to when he’d actually turned up on Henri’s doorstep, he’d have to admit that he too had found it…interesting.

      “I guess it is, but I don’t know, Xander. I just wanted to be around someone who…who…” Bailey tried to think of the simplest way to explain his feelings about Henri without getting into things he wasn’t quite ready to talk about yet.

      “Makes you feel good?”

      Bailey nodded. “Yeah. When I left the precinct, Sean called and asked if I wanted to meet up, but—”

      “Oh God, because he’d be such a comfort right now.” Xander’s lips twisted. “He can barely look after himself these days—how was he planning to look after you? Offer you a drink?”

      Bailey frowned but couldn’t disagree. While Sean had tried his best to talk Bailey through those initial moments on the scene, telling Bailey that everything would be back to normal soon enough wasn’t what he’d needed.

      Unlike their father and Sean, Bailey wasn’t of the don’t talk about it, deal with it in silence mentality. He’d always preferred to get his feelings out, whether it be through a few rounds with a punching bag or talking his way through the problem. So the idea that he’d give his report, answer a few questions, go home, and sleep things off might’ve been Sean’s solution to what had happened last night, but it sure as hell wasn’t Bailey’s.

      Neither was drinking his way through a bottle of booze, which apparently Xander had also noticed was Sean’s go-to solution these days.

      “He’s just going through a rough spot right now, that’s all,” Bailey said, but judging by the arched brow and doubtful expression on Xander’s face, he wasn’t buying that for a second.

      “Seems his ‘rough spots’ have been lasting longer and longer these days. And if that’s his excuse? I can’t remember the last time I saw him in a smooth spot.”

      Again, Bailey agreed. But he also thought it interesting that Xander was so aware of what was going on with Sean. Usually their conversations, when concerning either of his brothers, were about how annoying or irritating they were being.

      But not this time. Xander seemed genuinely upset. He was angry at Sean’s recent behavior. But considering what a grumpy asshole Sean had been the last couple of times they’d all had dinner, Bailey could hardly blame Xander.

      That didn’t, however, stop Bailey from trying to defend Sean. He was, after all, still his brother. “He’s just working a hard case.”

      “So what?”

      Xander’s response was so unlike him—in that it held zero compassion—that Bailey’s eyes widened a fraction.

      “You were in the middle of an armed robbery last night, and I don’t see you cradling an empty bottle of bourbon and reaching for the next.”

      “No, you don’t,” Bailey said, and before he knew he was going to, he added, “But I went to Henri knowing he’d likely touch me, fuck me, and make me forget what I’d done. So is that any better?”

      Xander opened his mouth, an answer clearly about to fly off his tongue until he seemed to realize exactly what Bailey had said. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use the phrase ‘fuck me’ in a sentence before. Excuse me if I seem a little stunned right now.”

      Bailey shot him the finger. “I’m just pointing out that people deal with stressful situations differently, that’s all.”

      Xander sat back on the couch and rubbed a hand over the stubble lining his jaw. “I suppose, and anyway, I doubt that would work with Sean. That would actually mean finding someone who would want to fuck him. And let’s be honest, nobody has the time to hunt down that unicorn. If she does, in fact, exist.”

      Despite the seriousness of the conversation, Bailey found himself grinning. He also realized for the first time that the two men he’d been seriously involved with in his life both shared a similar opinion of his eldest brother.

      Huh, at least they’ll have something to talk about when they finally meet.

      “So, back to where you wound up this morning and…why.” Of course Xander wasn’t about to let that go. “This is getting pretty serious. You and Henri.”

      Bailey thought about the easy way he’d been able to open up with Henri today. How right it had felt to fall apart in Henri’s arms and be put back together again. “It’s getting very serious.”

      “Wow.” Xander rested his ankle on his knee. “I’m…”

      “Speechless,” Bailey said, and chuckled. “That’s a first.”

      “I… I guess it is. But yeah, I am.”

      Bailey knew the feeling. Every time he thought about Henri, he got a little tripped up. It had all happened so fast, and was so unexpected, that it was hard to even pinpoint when he’d gone from thinking of Henri as a one-night stand to…the one. But that was where he was at, and after Henri’s invitation that they go away together, Bailey had to believe Henri was right there with him, or at least close.

      “I can’t explain it,” Bailey heard himself saying, and his cheeks heated as he looked at the man he’d grown up with, the boy who’d been his first crush and was now his best friend. “But this, what I feel with him? It’s different, Xander. It’s…scary as hell.”

      Xander slowly nodded. “So says anyone who’s ever been in love.”

      “What?” Bailey’s mouth fell open, and he shook his head. “No one said anything about being in love.” At least not out loud.

      “Bailey, how long have we known each other?”

      Bailey swallowed. “Our whole lives.”

      “And when was the last time you went anywhere other than to me when you needed someone to lean on?”

      Bailey thought back to the last time he’d felt so incredibly helpless: the night he’d lost his parents, and the day after, when he found out the man he’d always looked up to had turned out to be anything but the hero everyone celebrated.

      Xander had been there through all of it. He’d been the sanctuary Bailey had sought out to help him weather the storm. But not this time, and it wasn’t until Xander pointed it out that Bailey realized the significance of what that meant.

      As he searched out Xander’s gaze and locked on to his familiar face, Bailey couldn’t explain it, but his vision blurred and his heart ached a little. God, what the hell is the matter with me?

      But when Xander winked at him and said, “Hey? It’s okay, Bay,” Bailey knew. This was the end of something here. Not that they were anything other than friends at this point. But when Xander sat forward and reached for his hands, Bailey knew their relationship was once again shifting, and so did Xander.

      “Does he feel the same way about you?”

      “I…I think so?” Bailey said. “He asked me to go away with him for a couple of days.”

      Xander’s eyes widened, and then he squeezed Bailey’s hands. “You did say yes, right? I mean, I know you probably think you should stay in case they need you for more questions, but Bailey, you—”

      “I said yes.”

      Xander’s lips curved into a seriously deviant smile. “Okaaay. I like this guy already if he has you saying yes to impromptu sex vacations.”

      Bailey shoved Xander in the shoulder. “It’s not a sex vacation. He’s taking me away to get my mind off everything that happened.”

      Xander fell back into the couch and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, okay. But it’s also an I’m into you in all the ways kind of vacation.”

      Bailey got to his feet and shook his head. “And suddenly I’m regretting telling you anything.” He stepped around the couch and headed to his bedroom.

      “Aww, don’t be like that. Where you going?”

      “I have to pack.”

      “Wait,” Xander said. “When are you leaving on this little vacation?”

      Bailey looked to the clock on the wall, and then back to Xander, who was now getting to his feet. “Tomorrow morning, but he’s picking me up in about three hours.”

      “Well, aren’t you full of surprises tonight, Officer Bailey?”

      Bailey supposed he was. But just like the rest of today, he wasn’t going to overthink it. From the second he’d shown up on Henri’s doorstep, to right now, as he walked into his room with Xander to pack a bag so he could disappear and regroup with his lover, Bailey realized he’d never felt so sure about anything in his life.

      He loved Henri Boudreaux, and he was done keeping that to himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        I hope he’s feeling even a tenth of what I am.

        Then I know I stand a chance of making him love me.

      

      

      

      BAILEY STARED OUT the window of the car that had met him and Henri at Sangster International Airport the next day, and still couldn’t believe they were in Montego Bay, Jamaica. He kept expecting someone to pinch him, and he would wake up and see that he was still back in Chicago, where the temperatures were steadily dropping and his career was on temporary hold.

      But as the car kept going, flying by the luxury resorts and a pier with a massive cruise ship docked at it, they got farther from the airport and there was no mistaking it: they were definitely on an island—one that was getting more secluded with every minute that passed.

      When they finally came to a stop in front of a pier that had several speedboats moored to each side, Bailey noticed that not far from them were a score of overwater bungalows, completely off the island with only a walkway between them.

      “Is that where we’re going?” Bailey asked. Because wow, he’d never seen anything like that in person before, and the idea of spending a couple nights with Henri in one of those? He couldn’t think of anywhere he’d rather be.

      “Nope,” Henri said, as he led them down to the pier away from the bungalows. “I said we were vanishing. That means just you and me, officer. You worried?”

      Hardly. In fact, that sounded like heaven. “Nah, I’ve seen you in a boxing ring, remember? I can take you.”

      Henri turned. “If my memory serves me right, we didn’t finish that match, and when we got home, I took you.”

      Bailey was instantly transported back to Henri’s loft, Henri’s stairs, and as he stood there bathed in the warm Jamaican sun, a shiver skated down his spine, his body remembering in explicit detail every second of being so deliciously…taken.

      “True,” Bailey said. “Maybe when we get home you’d be up for a rematch?”

      Henri took Bailey’s chin between his fingers and nipped at his lower lip, then he swiped his tongue over the top. “Oh, I’m already up for it. You just let me know when you’re ready to take me on.”

      Bailey sighed against that teasing mouth, his worries from the last couple of days a little less difficult to bear when he had this man by his side. “I’ll be sure to do that.”

      “Hmm, good.” Henri reached down and took his hand, and as his warm fingers enveloped Bailey’s, that feeling of belonging once again overtook him. “Now, you ready to really disappear?”

      Bailey grinned. He’d never been ready for anything more. He followed Henri the rest of the way down the pier and climbed into one of the speedboats.

      The water sprayed their faces as the boat sped along the ocean, and Bailey relished the warm breeze and the sun heating his skin. The cold winter nights were just starting back in Chicago, so he planned to soak up every minute of this tropical paradise while he could.

      After a few minutes, the boat slowed, and Bailey opened his eyes to see Henri looking in his direction, though with his Aviators on, he couldn’t tell if Henri was looking at him or past his shoulder.

      “This is you,” the helmsman called out as he pulled up alongside a small dock outside a big overwater bungalow, only this one wasn’t attached to a walkway or any other bungalows. The closest one was far enough away that he couldn’t even make out if someone was there.

      It seemed Henri hadn’t been lying. When he wanted to vanish, he knew exactly how to go about it, because as far as Bailey could tell, they were in about as remote a location as they could possibly get.

      Bailey shrugged his bag up onto his shoulder and followed Henri onto the dock.

      “So?” Henri said, as they entered the main room of the bungalow. “What do you think?”

      “Are you kidding?” Bailey’s eyes roamed over the space: high ceilings, polished wooden slats. A view of the Atlantic surrounded them, and beneath their feet, a runner of clear glass showcased the ocean below. The front and back entrances were both open wide, letting in the breeze. Peering out the back, Bailey could see a pool, a hot tub and deck area, and stairs that led down to a private dock set up with two lounge chairs. Yeah, he just might never leave.

      “This place is amazing,” Bailey said, tossing his bag by the bed. “I can’t actually believe I’m here.”

      Henri dropped his duffel by his feet and shoved his sunglasses up onto his head as he looked around. “Why not? You got something against the ocean? The sun? Or is it relaxing in general you don’t like doing?”

      Bailey scoffed and looked over his shoulder to the crystal-blue water that surrounded them as far as the eye could see. “I live on a cop’s salary. This kind of place is usually something I look at on the television and think, I wish.”

      Henri walked over to Bailey and hooked a finger in the front of his shorts, drawing him forward a step. Once they were close enough that Bailey could feel the heat emanating from Henri’s body, Henri pressed a kiss to his lips. “Maybe you should consider going into the private sector.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. Or…you can just consider me your personal genie. You wished to come to a place like this? Wish granted. You get two more while we’re here.”

      Bailey wound his arms around Henri’s neck and hummed against his mouth. “I like the sound of that.”

      “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

      “And what do I have to do to get these wishes?” Bailey asked as he ran his fingers up into Henri’s hair. “Rub you?”

      Henri’s lips curved. “Why don’t you give it a try to find out?”

      Bailey was about to do just that, but Henri’s stomach growled, making him chuckle.

      “Looks like you might have a hunger for something else right now. Actually, now that I’m thinking about it, I could eat.”

      Henri smoothed his hands down over Bailey’s ass and squeezed. “Usually, I’d suggest you get on your knees about now, but…I am actually hungry. So why don’t you go and find us a spot to sit? I’m gonna grab our lunch.”

      Henri turned to the door that led through to what Bailey assumed was the living area and kitchen. “You’re going to serve me too? Now this, I could get used to.”

      When Henri reached the door, he stopped, glanced over his shoulder, and ran his gaze down Bailey’s body. “While we’re here, I plan to serve you in all kinds of ways, officer. But if you don’t get the fuck out of this bedroom, food won’t be the first.”

      Bailey was tempted to stay, just to see what Henri would do, but then his stomach grumbled and reminded him that they really hadn’t had anything to eat since earlier that morning. As Henri disappeared into the next room, Bailey made his way outside to the balcony that ran the entire perimeter of the bungalow. The pool glistened in the sunlight, enticing in its invitation, as did the hot tub in the far corner and soaker tub on the back deck.

      The place was paradise, no question about it, and when Bailey spotted a large round chaise swing, suspended from the solid beams of the balcony, he knew exactly where he wanted to eat lunch.

      Kicking off his flip-flops, Bailey hopped up on the massive swing that had about ten too many cushions, which he tossed down on the wooden slats behind him. He stretched his legs out, tucked his hands up behind the huge navy-blue pillow he’d kept, and took in a deep lungful of the salty air. The sound of the water lapping at the pilings below was peaceful as he closed his eyes and let the tranquil surroundings relax him.

      These past few days had been intense, a whirlwind both personally and professionally, and having this moment, this time to turn his brain off and not think about anything other than how good it felt to just be, was a blessing. One that Henri had thought up, planned, and provided on a silver platter.

      Henri…

      Bailey glanced over to the open door and thought about the man he’d left inside, and couldn’t help but hope that Henri was feeling even a tenth of what he was when it came to the two of them.

      Surely, Bailey couldn’t be the only one experiencing this intensity between them whenever they were alone, whenever things got closer, quieter, deeper between the two of them.

      They’d spent nearly every waking and non-waking hour together since the night before last, and the more time he spent with Henri, the more Bailey found himself wondering, What would it be like to belong to someone like him permanently? To have him be…mine?

      Henri had told Bailey that he wasn’t the kind of man to let anyone inside. But somewhere along the way, he’d let Bailey in. And Bailey had to believe that meant they were somewhere in the same vicinity when it came to how hard and fast they were falling in—

      “You didn’t fall asleep out here, did you?”

      Bailey shoved his thoughts aside and shifted up until he was resting on his forearms, looking in Henri’s direction. With his sunglasses back in place, he had a large platter in one hand and an ice bucket with Coronas in the other.

      As Henri stepped under the awning, his lips curved.

      “You approve?” Bailey asked, as Henri kicked off his flip-flops.

      “Yep. I was hoping you didn’t pick the loungers on the dock, otherwise we’d end up as cooked as these suckers here.”

      As Henri put the platter down on the cushion beside him, Bailey looked at the full seafood spread of lobster, crab, shrimp, and oysters, and his stomach decided to pipe up again.

      Henri laughed. “I see I’m not the only one with an appetite. You should’ve said you were hungry. We could’ve gotten you something when we got off the plane.”

      “You could’ve said something too,” Bailey said, sliding the platter closer and taking the lids off the condiments.

      “I wasn’t hungry then. I was more focused on getting you somewhere private, somewhere…alone.” Henri climbed onto the cushion and stretched out on the opposite side, as Bailey reached for one of the shrimp.

      “You know, I used to hate these as a kid.”

      “Shrimp?”

      “All seafood, really. Shrimp, crab, lobsters.”

      Henri turned his nose up. “Umm, I’m suddenly rethinking our entire relationship.”

      Bailey grinned, his heart warming at the easy way the word relationship had just fallen off Henri’s tongue. “Well, I love it now. But whenever we did Seafood Sundays—”

      “Seafood Sundays?”

      Bailey nodded. “Yeah. No matter if Mom or Dad were working or not, at some point every Sunday, they would pile us kids in the car and take us somewhere for seafood and then a game of baseball—if it was sunny. It was usually somewhere local, nothing fancy. There was this one place that Dad used to go fish at with his police buddies, um…Murray’s Beach. There’s a little restaurant that sits off the parking lot of the boat dock, The Ramp.”

      Bailey looked at the shrimp in his hand, surprised by his sudden trip down memory lane, and then dunked it in the cocktail sauce. “I have no idea if it’s still there or not.”

      Henri stared at him from across the swing, a thoughtful expression on his face. “You don’t go back there anymore?”

      Bailey shook his head. “No. I… We… It’s too hard to go back to places like that without them. I prefer to remember that as it was. Does that make sense?”

      “It does,” Henri said, as Bailey reached for a beer and then handed him one too. “Can I ask you something? You don’t have to tell me. I’m just curious.”

      “Of course,” Bailey said as he twisted the top off.

      “How long ago did you lose them?”

      Bailey reached for another shrimp, and then he met Henri’s stare head-on. “It was five years, this year.”

      “This year?”

      “Yes. They died a week before July fourth.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HENRI DIDN’T KNOW what to say, which was a first. What had started out as a flirty afternoon at a secret hideaway to forget had quickly turned serious when he’d somehow managed to transport Bailey back to an even worse period of his life.

      Poor Bailey. Henri couldn’t begin to imagine the pain he must’ve suffered, losing not one, but both parents at once. Henri had no clue what it was like to be loved by a person whose blood ran through your veins. But judging by Bailey’s somber tone, it was a sadness you never got over.

      “I’m sorry,” Henri finally said. “I didn’t mean to bring up something so painful.”

      Bailey had once said his family was close, that the house he lived in was where they’d all grown up, and Henri had to wonder how Bailey was able to live there now. How did you walk through a house and see memory after memory of the people you had lost and still come out on the other side smiling, still come out as rounded as Bailey was? Henri would be a total fucking mess, of that he was sure.

      “Don’t be,” Bailey said, his voice soft. “I’m glad you asked. I want to tell you about them. I want you to know me, and I want to know you. Even these harder things.”

      As Henri stared into those earnest blue eyes, his stomach knotted and his heart broke a little. Because while he wanted exactly what Bailey had just said, he also knew it could never be like that. It could never be that simple.

      Not for him…not for them.

      “It was the week before the Fourth of July,” Bailey said, and Henri took a sip of his beer for something to do with his hands. “Mom and Dad went to this barbecue that they and their friends had every year. It was my father’s rookie class at the academy, and they’d all been friends forever.”

      Bailey chuckled. “Some of those guys were—are—like second fathers to me. They’d been in our lives since I was born, since Sean was…and anyway, I’m getting sidetracked. They went to the barbecue and had a great afternoon, we were later told, but on their way home, they were in a car accident.”

      Henri’s fingers tightened around the neck of his Corona as he watched Bailey closely, looking for signs that he needed something more. But his cop was focused right now, intent on getting through this as quickly as possible, so Henri kept quiet and made sure not to interfere.

      “Their car was totaled, completely destroyed in the crash,” Bailey said as though relaying a scene from work. “It clipped the front end of a red Toyota Camry and flipped several times.”

      Bailey clamped his teeth down into his lower lip, the first sign that the story had gotten to him, and Henri reached for his arm.

      “They died instantly,” Bailey said as he looked at Henri, and while there was grief and pain swirling in those blue depths, there was also something Henri had seen just recently—anger—and he couldn’t help but wonder who that emotion was reserved for. God, maybe?

      “I know I keep saying this.” Henri squeezed Bailey’s forearm. “But I’m sorry you had to go through that. To lose both of them at once? I can’t even begin to imagine how painful that must’ve been for you and your brothers.”

      Bailey’s eyes creased at the sides as he offered up a half-smile and acknowledged Henri’s words the way someone does when they’re trying their best to keep their real feelings locked inside.

      “It was painful. Unimaginably so. But what was truly devastating, what was—and still is—the most difficult part of losing them, was finding out a day later that at the time of the accident, your father, the man you thought hung the moon, had been so far over the legal alcohol limit that it was a miracle he could walk from the park to the car in the first place.”

      Oh fuck.

      Bailey’s lips pulled tight. “Right?”

      It took Henri a second, but then he realized he’d said that out loud and nodded. “Bailey…I—”

      “I know. It’s so fucked up.” Bailey shook his head. “Here was this man, a decorated police officer who’d been on the force for over twenty years. Known to all his buddies as a stand-up guy, a dedicated father, a loving husband who everyone looked up to—who I looked up to. And that night? That night, he decided that instead of being any of those things, he was going to be a drunk. And then he got in a car with my mom.”

      Henri had known it was coming, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. The level of pain, anger, and resentment Bailey had felt in the wake of such a discovery must’ve been unfathomable.

      “I hated him for that. For a long time.” Bailey swallowed, then he turned his hand over, and Henri automatically entwined their fingers. “At least, that’s what I convinced myself. It took me a couple years and a lot of therapy to come to the conclusion that I didn’t actually hate him, I hated his actions that night, his disease.”

      Bailey fell silent. Henri stared at their hands and rubbed a thumb over the top of Bailey’s.

      “Wow,” Bailey finally said. “You’re probably looking for the closest speedboat right now, huh?”

      Henri raised his eyes and shook his head, and when Bailey’s lips quirked up on one corner, Henri leaned over and kissed him there. “I was just thinking what an incredibly special man you are.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “I do. Your capacity for forgiveness is like no one’s I’ve ever met before.” Henri lifted their hands and turned Bailey’s over, and as he pressed his lips to the center of Bailey’s palm, he closed his eyes and said exactly what was in his heart: “I love you.”

      As the words left Henri’s mouth and floated through the air between them, it was like the rest of the world had faded away. Then he opened his eyes and stared at the face he was now convinced was the only thing he needed in his life to survive and saw the answer he both feared and wanted more than his next breath.

      Bailey leaned in, pressed a kiss to Henri’s lips, and whispered, “I love you too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        Special. Cherished. Loved.

        That’s how Henri makes me feel.

      

      

      

      LATER THAT NIGHT, as the water lapped against the pilings of the bungalow, Henri stared at the blades of the fan that spun overhead. He couldn’t sleep, hadn’t been able to for the past three hours, and as he listened to Bailey’s deep, even breathing, he knew exactly what was keeping him awake—guilt.

      God, his stomach was twisted up in knots with it, and as he looked across the massive California king the two of them lay in the center of, Henri wondered if he’d made a huge mistake in bringing them there.

      After dinner, after that incredible, life-changing moment—I love you too—when Henri’s world had gone from something he merely existed in, to something he was now excited to be a part of? He and Bailey had decided to spend the evening in the hot tub, where they’d made out like a couple of lovesick teenagers until exhausted, then climbed into this bed, where they were now cocooned away from the rest of the world in this thin cotton netting.

      It was all very romantic—the room, the bungalow, the seclusion of it all—and while his original intention in bringing Bailey here had been to give him a chance to breathe, having his cop all to himself had made Henri forget that confessing his heart and soul was not exactly the smartest thing for him to do.

      Shit. What had he been thinking just blurting his feelings out like that? Without thought, without consequence. But Henri knew exactly what he’d been thinking: I wish I had been there for him. I wish I could’ve held him and loved him through all of that. The way I love him now. And before he knew it, the words had just fallen off his tongue.

      Henri turned his head on the pillow and watched as Bailey slept, his expression peaceful despite all he’d gone through. Henri thought it a testament to Bailey’s parents—despite the tragic nature of how they’d passed—that their boy had turned out to be such an amazing man.

      Here was someone who had every right to be angry, bitter, jaded, and yet he’d fought through all of that and come out the other side.

      That had to be because of his upbringing. The Seafood Sundays, the baseball in the park, the bright, warm house that he and his family had lived in.

      Bailey had been raised with love. It showed in every smile, every touch, every look he aimed Henri’s way, and as Henri stared down at him now, he couldn’t help but wonder what the hell right he had to ask that Bailey love him. A gutter rat from the swamps. A murderer.

      Henri gently pushed the covers aside, got to his feet, and headed toward the sliding door. It was a balmy night, and knowing there wasn’t anyone else for miles, Henri didn’t bother pulling his shorts on over his briefs. He slid open the door and stepped outside.

      He made his way across the deck and down the couple steps that led out to the private dock, and when he reached the loungers, he sat down and looked up at the sky above.

      There were no stars tonight, just the never-ending black expanse that stretched out ahead of him, and Henri couldn’t help but compare it to the gnawing ache in his gut reminding him of the dark secrets he held inside.

      What had he been thinking? Convincing himself that someone like him deserved someone like Bailey? Someone so honest, someone so good.

      What had made him believe that that could possibly work? That it would ever be a good idea to tell Bailey that he loved him, when Henri harbored skeletons in his closet that he himself had put there?

      He’d fucked up tonight, there was no doubt about it. He’d opened his mouth in a moment of vulnerability and spoken with his heart instead of his head. Now here he was, sick to his stomach, because somehow, against all odds, he had the love of a man he knew he didn’t deserve, and the only way that story was ever going to end was badly.
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        * * *

      

      A LANGUID BREEZE drifted into the room and rustled the sheets Bailey lay under, and as he stretched his legs and reached across the mattress for Henri, he was stunned to find the bed empty.

      Bailey opened his eyes, saw the indentation in the pillow beside him, and knew Henri hadn’t been gone for long. He rolled to his back and looked over toward the en suite.

      When he saw no light from under the door, Bailey’s eyes shifted to the sheer white curtain that had been pushed aside, along with the sliding door that led out onto the deck.

      Bailey smiled, imagining Henri outside enjoying the quiet of the night, and snagged up his shorts, deciding to go and join him.

      After dinner—and a seriously steamy dip in the hot tub—they’d all but passed out as soon as their heads hit their pillows. As Bailey walked toward the open door and stepped outside, he had to convince himself once again that what had happened before he’d fallen asleep had really actually happened.

      I love you. Henri’s words had been on repeat in Bailey’s head ever since he’d heard them, and he still couldn’t get over how three little words could make you feel so incredibly special.

      But that was how he felt. Special, cherished, loved.

      He’d been so worried that he’d scare Henri away with all the talk about his family and therapy, but when those words had left Henri’s mouth, nothing had felt more right than finally being able to say them back.

      It’d been one of the most honest moments of his life, and Bailey would never forget it as long as he lived.

      He scanned the deck in front of him, searching for the man he suddenly wanted to see more than he wanted his next breath, and when Bailey caught sight of movement on one of the loungers, he headed down the stairs and toward the private dock.

      It was dark out there tonight—pitch dark—but thankfully there were lights along the path. When Bailey came up close behind the lounger Henri was lying back in, he made sure to speak up, just in case Henri had fallen asleep.

      “Hey there. Mind if I join you?”

      Henri quickly turned his head. His full lips were drawn into a serious line, but when he spotted Bailey, they immediately relaxed into a curve, and he shook his head. “Why would I ever mind that?”

      “I don’t know,” Bailey said, and that was when he noticed what little Henri was wearing. Where he’d pulled on a pair of shorts before leaving the bungalow, Henri had come outside in nothing but his black briefs. “Maybe you wanted to be alone.”

      Henri shook his head. “I hate to break it to you, officer, but you couldn’t be more wrong.”

      Bailey knew it was ridiculous, considering how far the two of them had come in the last forty-eight hours. But hearing Henri confirm that made the tiny part of him that still believed this was all too good to be true go back to the dark shadows from where it came.

      “Good.” Bailey grinned, and then walked to the end of the dock to look out at the vastness of the ocean. “I know I’ve said it before, but this place really is incredible. I think I could happily live here forever. No phone, no internet—”

      “No people?” Henri chimed in, making Bailey look back over his shoulder. The lights that lit the walkway behind Henri provided enough light for Bailey to see his silhouette clearly, and the sight of his tall, lean body stretched out in nothing but a pair of briefs was enough to make Bailey forget about the beauty and stillness of the night. He instead focused on the raw beauty of the man sprawled out in front of him.

      “Well, you’re here.”

      Henri shifted in the lounger, re-crossing his ankles, and Bailey couldn’t help but wonder if his attention was making Henri a little bit…restless.

      He liked that idea.

      “True,” Henri finally said. “Want me to go? Someone once told me that I’m real good at vanishing.”

      Bailey chuckled. A couple of weeks ago, that comment would’ve made his stomach sink, but not now. “Oh, I don’t know. You’ve gotten pretty bad at it lately.”

      “Are you doubting my skills?”

      “Not at all. I’m just pointing out the fact that you’ve acquired a new skill set lately.”

      “Oh yeah?” Henri’s voice had dropped an octave or three, and the raspy cadence sent a shiver of anticipation up Bailey’s spine. “And what might that be?”

      Bailey ran his eyes down to the small scrap of fabric across Henri’s lap, the prominent bulge between those thick thighs making his pulse race. “Staying.”

      Henri reached down between his legs and massaged the heel of his hand over his stiffening cock, and then said in a voice rough with desire, “With you standing in front of me, why would I ever want to leave?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        I never thought I’d want to belong to someone.

        But when Henri looks at me as though I’m his,

        all I want is to make him mine.

      

      

      

      DAMN, IT WAS moments like this that Bailey felt like the luckiest person on the planet. How he’d ended up catching and keeping Henri’s attention long enough to make him fall in love with him, he would never know. But he was going to do everything in his power to keep it that way.

      Bailey’s eyes fell to what Henri was doing with his hand. Henri crooked a finger. “Come closer.”

      Bailey took a step forward until his legs brushed the end of the lounger. Henri’s eyes made a slow path from Bailey’s face down to his shorts. “Strip for me, officer.”

      Bailey’s breath caught, his cock throbbing in immediate response, as the idea of losing his clothes out in public rushed through him. After a quick look to the left and right, Bailey focused back on Henri, who said, “It’s just you and me, Bailey. Nothing else for miles. Take off your clothes for me.”

      Henri’s voice was hypnotic, and Bailey licked at his lips as he pulled the drawstring of his shorts. As they fell from his hips in a pool of material at his feet, Henri growled with approval, and Bailey squeezed his aching dick.

      Henri widened his legs a fraction. “I swear, every time I see you like this is better than the last.”

      Bailey couldn’t help the smug smile that crossed his lips. The way Henri was looking at him, the way he’d slipped his hand inside his briefs, was hot as hell.

      “That’s pretty high praise.”

      “It’s the God’s honest truth,” Henri said, his eyes roving all over Bailey. “And since I’m the one who can’t keep my eyes off you, I should know.”

      “Henri…” Bailey said, then closed his eyes, tipped his head back, and began to stroke himself. “I’ve never had anyone make me feel the way you do.”

      “Good,” Henri said in a voice full of gravel and sex. Bailey opened his eyes. “I don’t want you to feel this way with anyone but me.”

      Jesus. The intensity in Henri’s eyes was possessive and so sexy that Bailey probably could’ve gotten off from that alone. But no, he wanted Henri’s hands, his mouth, and he wanted to feel Henri deep inside his body, as they fell apart out there in the middle of nowhere.

      “Bailey. Come here to me.”

      Bailey walked around the end of the lounger. Henri shoved his briefs off his hips and down his legs, kicking them out of his way. His cock was hard as a rock, and when Bailey’s gaze trailed down his body to where it stood at full attention, Henri groaned.

      Henri reached for the hand by his side, and Bailey entwined their fingers. But when Henri tugged him closer, urging Bailey to come down and straddle him, Bailey halted at the last second.

      “Something wrong?” Henri said.

      “No, I—” Bailey once again took in the sinfully attractive man stretched out on the lounger. Then he took a breath, trying to get a hold of himself, because this was important.

      “What is it, Bailey?”

      “We don’t have the, um, stuff we need out here. Unless…” Bailey let his words trail off, hoping Henri would understand what he was getting at. When Henri tugged on his hand again, Bailey moved down until he was straddled over Henri’s lap.

      A pleasure-filled groan left Bailey as he placed his hands on Henri’s chest, and when their cocks rubbed up against one another, he sucked in a breath and dug his fingers into Henri’s pecs. “Oh God, that feels— Ahh.”

      Henri’s hands found Bailey’s ass and tugged him up so he was even closer. “I would never do anything to put your life in danger. I’m clean, officer. But if you want to wait until we get back home and get tested, I understand. There are plenty of other things we can—”

      “I believe you,” Bailey whispered across Henri’s lips, as he slid his palms up and over Henri’s shoulders. “I’m clean too. I just got my annual testing.”

      Henri wrapped his arms around Bailey’s waist and pulled him in until their bodies were flush against one another. He pressed his lips to the base of Bailey’s throat.

      “What are you saying to me right now, Craig Bailey?”

      Bailey threaded his fingers through Henri’s hair and tugged his head back. “I want to feel you inside me with nothing else in between. Just you and me, naked, like we are out here tonight.” Henri’s body vibrated beneath his, and Bailey lowered his head and whispered, “I love you.”

      Henri stared up at Bailey with a wondrous expression on his face, as if he didn’t quite believe him. “I love you too.”

      Bailey licked across Henri’s top lip, and just like that, Henri opened as though Bailey was the air that he needed to breathe. Bailey slipped his tongue between Henri’s lips, tangling with him. Henri slid his hands back down to his shoulders, and Bailey shifted up to his knees. The move rubbed the underside of his shaft along Henri’s. Henri slid his hands over Bailey’s ass and up to the small of his back.

      Bailey grunted as Henri nipped at his lower lip, and then kissed his way along Bailey’s jaw, dragging his tongue down the length of Bailey’s throat. He was systematically driving Bailey out of his mind, and as Bailey pushed up on Henri’s shoulders and thrust harder for more friction, more contact, Henri grabbed at his ass and bit down into his shoulder.

      A harsh shout left Bailey’s throat. Henri said against the skin he’d just bit, “Jesus, Bailey— Ahh. Do that again.”

      More than happy to follow that order, Bailey thrust again, shoved his fingers through Henri’s hair, and tugged his head back so he was looking up. “Like that?”
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        * * *

      

      “JUST LIKE THAT,” Henri said, gripping Bailey’s ass.

      Fuck, there were so many things about him that were not right for Bailey, Henri knew that—but touching him, loving him, being with him like this wasn’t one of them.

      There was something to be said about being the one person another could be free with. As Bailey continued to writhe over the top of Henri, the power he felt from knowing he was that person for Bailey was a high like no other.

      Henri wrapped his fingers around both their erections, and Bailey stilled, his chest rising and falling as his breathing increased in pace.

      “Henri.” Bailey played with the bars through Henri’s nipples, and Henri slid his fist up and down their hard lengths.

      “You like that.” Henri leaned in to nip at Bailey’s lip as he continued the slippery slide, and every time his grip reached the top and the head of their dicks rubbed together, Bailey’s nails dug into Henri’s skin, no doubt leaving marks.

      But Henri wasn’t complaining. Hell no. He wanted Bailey to mark him, wanted his cop to use him any way he wanted, and if Henri came out on the other side marked up and scarred for it, he knew it would be worth it.

      As Bailey began to grind his hips back and forward, easing himself in and out of Henri’s hold, Henri relished the way their dicks felt against each other. Like warm, smooth steel, and getting hotter by the second. With each punch through Henri’s fist, the head of Bailey’s cock licked Henri’s lower stomach, coating Henri with their pre-cum.

      Bailey’s eyes followed Henri’s to the mess they’d made. Then Bailey shocked the hell out of Henri by reaching down and swiping his thumb through the evidence of their joined arousal.

      Bailey brought his thumb up to his lips and, without hesitation, sucked it deep inside, swirling his tongue around and sucking the salty sweetness away.

      “And how do we taste, officer?” Henri said, as Bailey slowly pulled his thumb free, his sex-drunk gaze locked firmly now on Henri’s mouth.

      “Mmm.” Bailey speared his fingers through Henri’s hair and brought his head forward. “Why don’t you find out for yourself?”

      Henri didn’t waste any time, closing the gap between them and devouring Bailey’s mouth. He licked, sucked, tasted them on his tongue.

      “Bailey…Christ. I need you,” Henri growled, bucking his hips forward in an effort to get closer. He’d never begged to be inside someone in his life, but he had to admit that he would get on his hands and knees and cry to get inside the devastating man who had him trembling and desperate.

      With a teasing smile, Bailey rose up on his knees, casting a long shadow over Henri, who took a second to memorize his cop just like that. Henri gripped the base of his cock, holding it at the perfect angle, and Bailey slowly sank onto it.

      As the head of his bare dick breached that first ring of muscle, Henri cursed, because damn, sliding into Bailey like this was like sliding into heaven. The connection, the feeling of being one, was unlike anything he’d experienced in his life. As Bailey took him all the way inside, Henri started to tremble at the enormity of the feelings washing over him.

      How had this happened? How had he fallen so hard, so fast for a man he’d never planned to spend more than one night with? But as they moved against one another in the open air with the water lapping gently against the dock, Henri knew this was it. Bailey was it for him. There’d never be another.

      He kissed his way up Bailey’s jaw to his ear. Bailey wound his arms around Henri’s neck and thrust forward, impaling himself deeper. Henri growled as Bailey continued to move his hips in a way that had Henri’s pulse racing.

      As Bailey rocked back and forth, Henri pulled him down to suck Bailey’s tongue into his mouth as their bodies rose and fell together. Henri could still taste the essence of them on Bailey’s lips, and that only propelled his need to have Bailey come. Henri reached down to stroke Bailey’s cock, and the pace went from sane to madness in the blink of an eye.

      “You feel so damn good, Bailey. I’m so close.” Henri circled the head of Bailey’s dick each time he pumped his fist, causing Bailey’s movements to become ragged and uneven. Then, as if the world had faded away and all that was left was them, Bailey raised his head, looked Henri directly in the eye, and began to shake.

      Henri ran his hands up over Bailey’s ass and back. Bailey began to rub against his abs, the heat and friction pushing Henri even closer to the edge. He could feel Bailey’s lips warm against his neck, and all of a sudden, it was too much.

      What this man did to him was like nothing he’d ever expected to feel. Bailey’s climax slammed into him like a fucking freight train.

      “Yesss, that’s it,” Henri said, as Bailey’s hips kicked up tempo and he began to ride Henri through the most intense orgasm of his life. “Come all over me. I want to feel it as I’m coming inside you.”

      Henri was shaking as he ran his hands over Bailey’s back, and as his cock pulsed inside its favorite place to be, Henri couldn’t hold back anymore.

      With his fingers digging into Bailey’s hips, he finally let himself go and growled, pressing his face against the side of Bailey’s neck.

      “Wow,” Bailey said, softly, breathlessly. “That felt…incredible. I love feeling you inside me like that, and the way you look at me when you’re there is… Like I said, wow.”

      “And how do I look at you?”

      Bailey gave a shy smile that was in direct contrast to what they’d just done. “Like you love me.”

      As niggling guilt tried its best to resurface, Henri pushed it aside, determined to steal this moment at any cost, ran his hands up Bailey’s back, kissed him softly, and said, “That’s because I do. I’m head over heels, crazy in love with you, Bailey. How’d you do that?”

      Bailey ducked his head into Henri’s neck and kissed him there. “I loved you right back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        What do you do when the man you love

        turns out to be a complete stranger?

      

      

      

      “IF IT DOESN’T ring in fifteen minutes, call the cops.”

      At the sound of Henri’s voice, Bailey’s eyes popped open and his ears pricked up. Henri’s tone was soft, almost a whisper, but just like the last couple of times this had happened, it was all said with his eyes closed and his breathing uneven.

      Henri was back inside that nightmare. Bailey wondered if he should wake him from it, then felt a deep sense of shame flood him. He should’ve asked more about this when it happened the other day.

      God, how selfish am I? Here he’d had the perfect opportunity to press Henri for information, to try to understand what troubled him. But instead, they’d gotten into a discussion about Bailey’s insecurities regarding Henri and Priest’s past relationship—and while that was important, Bailey was starting to suspect there was something much more complex behind whatever plagued Henri’s sleep.

      Bailey plumped his pillow up under his cheek, deciding to wait and see if Henri would settle down on his own. He’d read once that it was dangerous to wake a person who was sleep-talking or -walking, but maybe that was just a myth because how was it better to let them suffer? He wasn’t sure, but as he lay there in the most peaceful place on the planet, Bailey couldn’t help but wonder what haunted Henri.

      What is he running from? Does he even know? He’d said that the dreams had just started recently, but nothing more than that. So maybe if Henri could pinpoint them, identify why he was suddenly experiencing them? Maybe then, he’d be able to sleep.

      Bailey studied the thick lashes and sharp angles of Henri’s cheekbones, and thought about the way Henri had held him out on the dock tonight.

      Close, hard, and tight, as though he’d been afraid to let Bailey go. And Bailey had been clinging to that moment as though they’d never get one so beautiful again, because that was what it’d been—beautiful. He’d felt closer to Henri in that moment than he’d felt with any other in his life.

      Yet it hurt more than Bailey could ever imagine that he couldn’t ease Henri of this terror that seemed to taunt him every time he closed his eyes.

      The moonlight shimmered through the curtain across the open door, which billowed gently in the soft breeze. The only other sound was the water lapping at the wood below—but then it started again.

      At first, Henri’s legs kicked out, the left and then the right. Bailey caught his breath at the violence behind each kick. They were sudden, jagged moves that would hurt if they connected. But luckily, Henri kicked toward the bottom of the bed and Bailey avoided contact.

      Next, Henri’s head jerked, and the movement was so abrupt that Bailey imagined it would leave a crick in Henri’s neck when he woke. The moves were agitated, frantic.

      “You’re done, Jimmy. You can’t win here tonight.”

      Jimmy? That name was new, and Henri said it the way someone would address the devil himself.

      Bailey was confused. Priest? Jimmy? The cops? Was this something to do with an old case Henri had worked on? Maybe one Priest had gotten called in on as a lawyer?

      Bailey had no idea. But before he could think too much about it, Henri said something that brought him up short, something Bailey wasn’t sure what to do with. Because what could you do when your boyfriend, the man you had taken inside your body and admitted you loved more than you ever thought possible, said, “I’m going to kill you, and no one is going to care.”
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        * * *

      

      “HENRI.”

      THERE WAS a firm voice and a palm on his arm shaking Henri awake. He opened his eyes and focused on Bailey, who withdrew his hand the second their gazes met.

      It was still dark, so they hadn’t been asleep for long. Henri noted the tangled sheets around his legs and realized he must’ve had one of those fucking nightmares again.

      Jesus Christ, what was the matter with him? Here he was in a tropical paradise with the man of his dreams, whom he was likely scaring off by talking in his sleep every time they got into a bed together. At the rate he was going, he’d be lucky if Bailey didn’t have him committed, or at least say he didn’t think it was a good idea if they had sleepovers anymore.

      Henri needed to get this shit under control. But as his sleep brain left and he became more alert, Henri realized Bailey was watching with a curious expression. He looked almost wary. Henri offered up a half grin and was about to apologize for whatever it was he’d done—shit, maybe he’d kicked Bailey.

      “Who’s Jimmy?”

      Nothing—and Henri meant absolutely nothing—could’ve shocked him more. He lay there momentarily paralyzed, waiting for his brain to catch up.

      Who’s Jimmy…

      Who’s Jimmy…

      Who is Jimmy? No fucking one, that’s who, Henri wanted to say. But judging by the look on Bailey’s face, that answer wasn’t going to fly. Bailey looked more serious than Henri ever remembered seeing him. As his cop shifted and sat up on the mattress, Henri racked his brain, trying to think of an explanation for the piece of shit that was Jimmy Donovan.

      “I don’t mean to be pushy or nosy,” Bailey said. “But these nightmares of yours get worse every time you close your eyes. And each time a new name pops up, a new ghost to fight off. I just wish I knew more, so…maybe I could help fight them with you.”

      Henri stared up at Bailey. The moonlight illuminated the netting surrounding them, making Bailey appear almost…ethereal.

      Yeah, maybe that was it. Bailey was an angel come to save Henri from his demons. Or maybe sent for him to confess his darkest deeds to?

      Hell, maybe it was both, because why else would someone so good, someone as pure as Bailey, be in love with the likes of him? It made no sense.

      “Henri?”

      Henri licked at his suddenly dry lips and wondered if Bailey would mind if he excused himself to get a drink—or three. He felt like he’d spent five days in a desert, his throat was so parched, and he couldn’t help but think that a shot or two might ease the tension headache he could now feel forming. “I—”

      “Before you say it’s nothing or that you don’t remember, I want you to know that nothing you say to me will make me change the way I feel about you.” Bailey reached out, and it wasn’t until their hands connected that Henri realized his were shaking. “I love you. Please, let me help you the way you helped me. Trust me with your secrets.”

      As Henri stared into Bailey’s eyes, he felt as though his heart was about to split in two. What Bailey was asking, Henri knew he couldn’t give. It was too risky, too illegal, and involved too many people that he cared about to share that kind of information with a cop.

      But Bailey wasn’t just a cop. He was the man Henri had fallen in love with, had held when Bailey had been too broken, too weak to stand on his own, and though every voice inside Henri’s head told him no, what came out of his mouth next was: “They aren’t just my secrets to tell.”

      Bailey swallowed, but the determined look that flashed in his eyes was one that Henri had seen before. He wasn’t about to let this go.

      “Trust me, Henri. I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

      Henri looked down to their joined hands and memorized the way their fingers fit together, because after this, after tonight, he knew that Bailey would never want to touch him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        The devil is in the details.

        How I wish that wasn’t the case tonight.

      

      

      

      “IF I’M GOING to try to explain this, then I need to start at the beginning. Back in New Orleans.”

      Bailey nodded as Henri slipped his hand free and moved to the edge of the bed. He pushed aside the netting and climbed out, then picked up his shorts and pulled them on.

      Bailey shifted on the bed, his eyes locked on Henri, who walked over to stand by the sliding door. The breeze had died down now, and the night felt still, as Bailey waited in silence, not daring to breathe…not daring to move.

      He was equal parts concerned and anxious for what was about to happen here, because something in his gut—the gut his father had always told him to listen to—was currently screaming that whatever Henri was about to say was going to change everything.

      Not his feelings, of that Bailey was certain. He loved Henri, and nothing said here would change that. But there was still a niggling inside him that what was about to be revealed was something he wasn’t quite prepared for.

      “That’s where I grew up,” Henri finally said, breaking the silence in the room. “Was born, raised, used, and abused in good old New Orleans. It occupies a fucked-up place in my heart. A part I don’t look at or think about if I can help it. But ever since that night in Oshkosh, it’s been harder to ignore. Ever since you.”

      And there it was, the first piece of the puzzle that had been so confusing to Bailey—the why behind these nightmares and the reason they had started. Here he had been under the misconception it was because of Priest and residual feelings. But the truth was that it was actually because of Bailey, and new feelings.

      Henri had been the first to admit he wasn’t looking for a relationship when they met. One and done was all he’d been after, a warm body to help him forget his ex was getting married again—something Bailey had been more than fine with.

      But now that one and done had been replaced with “I love you” and “I’ll take care of you when you break.” What did that mean for a man who was an expert at erecting walls and building bridges to keep the “good people” away? And what could he possibly be hiding that made him think he was so…bad?

      “I already told you that Joel and I grew up together,” Henri said as he glanced back to Bailey, and just like that, Bailey understood that these secrets weren’t just Henri’s. They were Priest’s also, which was why they were so important, and maybe the reason Priest had been so apprehensive about them getting closer.

      “We came from the same shitty place and the same shitty situation. The wrong side of the swamp, so to say. But our fathers didn’t let that hold them back; they made the most out of the hand they were dealt, or more likely stole. They were the very best at being the very worst men in town. And I’m not talking about ‘slappin’ around their ladies and their kids’ kind of bad. I’m talking about providing the less-than-upstanding citizens of New Orleans with any kind of drugs they wanted, guns they wanted, murder for hire they needed.” Henri turned to face Bailey head-on. “Joel’s piece-of-shit father was numero uno, and my dear old dad was his right-hand man. Their men were terrified of them, and so were their sons, even after they wound up in prison.”

      The flat expression in Henri’s dark eyes made the hair on the back of Bailey’s neck stand. It was cold, detached, and far removed from the Henri that Bailey knew.

      Then again, what Henri was describing sounded truly terrifying, much more organized than the local dealers and everyday, run-of-the-mill criminals Bailey had come across on patrol. It sounded more like the kind of stuff that the guns and gangs units dealt with, the ruthless assholes that Sean hunted down. Bailey wondered what exactly Henri would’ve had to do in order to walk away—especially alive.

      Henri leaned back against the wall beside the open door. “Want to go find that speedboat you were talking about earlier?”

      Bailey knew Henri was trying to feel him out, trying to see if he was okay with all that had been said. But nothing so far made Bailey believe anything other than what he’d always believed: that Henri was a good man who had fought his way out of a horrible situation.

      “No,” Bailey said, and shook his head. “But I do want to know the rest of the story.”

      Henri looked away, toward the open door, and Bailey got the impression that maybe he was looking for that speedboat.

      “Bailey…”

      Shit, Bailey knew that tone. Henri was shutting down. Those bridges he’d burned through? That wall he’d knocked down? Bailey could see them all re-forming right before his eyes.

      Henri ran a hand through his hair. His jaw was bunched tight and he looked everywhere but at Bailey. All color had drained from his face now, and he looked as though he were going to be sick. Bailey got off the bed and walked toward him. Henri looked his way, and their eyes collided.

      Fear, worry, and heartbreak stared back at Bailey, and when he took a step closer, Henri shook his head.

      “Don’t.”

      Bailey felt as though he’d been hit by an arctic blast, and his feet automatically froze in place.

      “If you touch me right now, if you come any closer, I’m going to do the one thing I promised I never would with you.” Bailey frowned, and Henri said, “I’ll lie.”

      Bailey blinked, and Henri pushed off the wall and closed the space between them.

      Henri cradled Bailey’s face between his hands. “I’ll lie because I don’t want to hurt you. I’ll lie because I don’t want to disappoint you.” Henri bent his head until their foreheads met, closed his eyes, and whispered, “But most of all, I’ll lie because I never want you to look at me any other way than how you’ve looked at me since yesterday.”

      Bailey’s stomach knotted and his heart raced at the desperation in Henri’s voice. He cupped Henri’s face and said, “Then trust me. Trust that I love you, and trust that I’ll understand whatever it is you’re going to tell me.” Henri opened his eyes. “Tell me the rest of the story, Henri. Let me in.”

      What Henri told him after that was a story that was so horrendous, it was difficult to believe it was true.

      It was of two young boys who were the sons of monsters. Friends by accident, each other’s champion because they had to be, and with every word Henri spoke, it became more and more obvious as to why he and Priest shared such a strong bond, even after their romantic one had been severed.

      Those two little boys had lived through hell, and though one had gotten out and the other had stayed behind, they’d somehow come out on the other side intact for the most part.

      Bailey wasn’t sure how long he sat there listening, perched at the end of the bed with Henri pacing back and forth. But as words like crime boss, prison, threats, and murder left Henri’s mouth, that niggling, anxious feeling Bailey had had earlier morphed into a gnawing sensation in his gut.

      Henri stopped in front of him and said, “Have you heard the name Jimmy Donovan before?”

      The room plunged into silence as Henri waited for an answer. And like one of those dreams where a person found themselves falling or running or trying to get away from what they knew was going to be the worst possible ending, Bailey blinked and hoped to God he hadn’t just heard Henri right.

      Jimmy Donovan? As in the Jimmy Donovan the cops had fished out of the Calumet River after he’d killed a couple of guards back in Louisiana and escaped prison? Of course Bailey had heard of him. Every cop in Chicago had heard of him, because it had been so strange that one of the most notorious crime bosses had—

      Bailey stopped, licked his suddenly dry lips, and tried to swallow.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      Bailey knew he needed to say something, or at least ask the question that was rattling around in his head. But talking now seemed close to impossible, probably because he couldn’t seem to make sense of what his brain was now piecing together.

      Priest was the son of numero uno?

      Priest?

      My friend, Priest?

      Joel Priestley was Jimmy Donovan’s son? Holy fuck. How was that even possible?

      “After what happened between me and Joel, when we were…broken up, I guess, I went back to New Orleans but fell off the map. I became a ghost, but I made sure to keep my eye on the two fuckers rotting away in prison. I knew the way they worked; my dad had already told me that Jimmy had an eye on Joel. But I figured as long as I kept an eye on them, I’d be able to warn Joel if anything happened.”

      Henri took a deep breath, ran a hand through his hair, and shook his head.

      “You have to understand, I made this…this stupid vow when I was five. Joel, he…” Henri shrugged. “He stood up for me with Jimmy. He saved me, and I vowed that I would always be there to…I don’t know—”

      “Save him?” It was the first words Bailey had spoken for some time, and his voice sounded foreign even to his own ears. It cracked a little with shock, disbelief. He still wasn’t one hundred percent sure where this conversation was going or how it was going to end. But with every new revelation, every word out of Henri’s mouth, everything Bailey had heard Henri mumble or shout in his sleep was starting to come together, forming a picture Bailey wasn’t sure he was going to be comfortable looking at.

      “Yeah,” Henri said. “I guess that’s it. I’d be there to save him or help him if he ever needed it.”

      Bailey’s stomach dropped as Henri looked to his feet, and the fact that he was no longer able to look Bailey in the eye did nothing to ease the mounting dread swirling inside.

      What had the two boys who had gone through hell done to the devil who’d lorded over them? Bailey wasn’t sure he was ready to hear the answer.

      “So Jimmy came to Chicago because of Joel, am I right?”

      Henri raised his eyes and nodded. “He was pissed that Joel had left all those years ago. He’d expected to mold him even from inside prison, just like they did me. Wasn’t real happy to hear his boy had up and vanished on him.”

      “So he came after him,” Bailey said, slowly beginning to make sense of what he knew. But then Henri threw in a twist.

      “No. He came after Julien and took him.”

      Bailey’s mouth fell open. “Took him?”

      “From their parking garage.” Henri slipped his hands into his pockets and turned away from Bailey to look back out the window. “He took him to some shitty abandoned warehouse, tied him to a chair overnight, and taunted him for fun until Joel finally showed up. But that wasn’t enough for that evil fucker. He wanted total revenge, couldn’t believe his son had walked away from him. No one walked away from Big Jimmy and got out alive. So he shot Joel, point-blank, right in front of Julien.”

      Henri fell silent, and the only sound Bailey could hear was his own thumping heart. What Henri had just described was enough to make his skin crawl. And Bailey couldn’t believe that the three men he’d seen up in Oshkosh just last month had managed to live through all of that and come out on the other side to tell the tale—or not tell it, as it was.

      “We all thought Joel died that night. I’m pretty sure Julien’s still in therapy from it, and Bright Eyes is about the strongest, bravest princess I’ve ever met. You see, that motherfucker Jimmy took the one person he knew would make Joel come out and play, and I wasn’t about to let Joel face him on his own.”

      Bailey tried to keep his reaction to all of that information as neutral as possible. But he couldn’t help but wonder just how far Henri had gone to “help” his friend.

      “And what about you?” Bailey said, and when Henri glanced over his shoulder, Bailey added, “You were there, weren’t you? You went to help.”

      Henri’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. But I’m fine. It’s over now.”

      “But you aren’t fine. You’re having nightmares. It’s because of that night, isn’t it? Because of what happened… You said you all thought Joel died that night. You included?”

      Bailey took a step closer, staring at the man he’d given himself over to, finding himself in the all-too-familiar position of digging for an answer he knew would break his heart.

      He could either leave this conversation right here, where nothing overly incriminating had been said, or he could ask the one thing that had been plaguing him since he’d heard Henri say it in his sleep tonight.

      Bailey braced himself as he looked Henri directly in the eye and knew it was time to learn the truth about the man he’d fallen in love with. “Did you kill Jimmy Donovan that night, Henri?”

      And Henri didn’t hesitate, not even a second. “Yes…I did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        A lie tonight would be kinder than the truth.

        But I can’t do that. I won’t. Not to him.

        I promised.

      

      

      

      “HERE, AT LEAST let me walk you to your door.” Henri’s voice was quiet in the confines of the Aston Martin.

      Bailey stared out the window to where his front porch light shone. It was around five the following night. They’d arrived at O’Hare at three after changing their flights to come home earlier, and of course that had left them in peak-hour traffic on one of the coldest, wettest days this year.

      Maybe it was a sign, Bailey thought, as he looked across the center console to Henri. The two of them had been in this strange kind of vortex ever since their conversation last night. One where they were within touching distance but had retreated deep inside themselves to process everything that had been said.

      But Bailey had to admit that he was struggling with what he’d learned. He’d known that Henri was harboring some secrets, but this…

      Did you kill Jimmy Donovan, Henri?

      Yes, I did.

      This he never could’ve expected.

      “It’s fine. The light’s on and I only have the one bag,” Bailey finally said, as though everything were normal and he wasn’t returning home early from a romantic getaway because his boyfriend had told him last night that he’d shot one of the most wanted men in America and let him fall into a river.

      Bailey had been going back and forth over it ever since Henri’s confession, and couldn’t help but wonder—if Henri had been a cop and been called out to Julien’s kidnapping that night, would someone have said to him, Good job. Seemed pretty straightforward?

      Probably, right?

      That was what had happened with Bailey at the Quick Mart. Self-defense. Guy had a gun, guy aimed gun, Bailey protected himself.

      In Henri’s case, the guy who had had the gun had already used it. On three guards at the prison he’d escaped, his own son, possibly Julien, and Henri had known he would be next if he didn’t shoot. So how was that any different? Really?

      “Bailey?”

      Bailey was pulled from his thoughts, and as he turned his head, Henri ran a hand through his hair and let out a sigh.

      “I know I don’t deserve it, but can I ask you a favor?”

      Bailey said nothing as he looked into Henri’s eyes, transported back to that moment out on the dock when Henri had said he loved him. Had that really been mere hours ago? And did he still feel that way? Did Henri still love him?

      “Bailey?”

      Bailey blinked and shook his head. He’d totally missed what Henri had asked. “Sorry. What did you say?”

      “I just asked that tonight or tomorrow, when you call this in, can you maybe only mention my name, you know, leave Joel and his family out of it? He’s done everything in his power to turn his life around and is happily married, and I’m the one who did it. I’m the bad seed here. So yeah, if you could just keep them out of it? I’d be forever grateful.”

      Bailey opened his mouth, about to tell Henri he wasn’t going to be calling anything in just now. He wanted time to think, to come to terms with all that he’d learned. But instead of saying any of that, he said, “Why do you do that?”

      Henri frowned. “Do what?”

      “Take the blame for everything bad that has happened to, or around, you?”

      Henri just sat there staring at Bailey as though he didn’t quite understand the question.

      “You do it all the time, you know. Degrade yourself like that. You always point out how bad you are, how you don’t deserve to be happy, that you aren’t good enough for someone like me—”

      “I’m not,” Henri snapped, finding his voice loud and clear now. “Are you forgetting what I told you last night? I killed someone.”

      “I haven’t thought of anything else since,” Bailey shouted, and Henri’s eyes widened. But as quickly as Bailey’s anger erupted, it faded, and he shut his eyes. “What you told me last night was… It was a lot to take in. A lot to come to terms with. I’m still trying.”

      “Why bother?” Henri said. “We both know how this is going to end.” Henri swallowed, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he glared at Bailey, no doubt hoping the scowl would scare him off—too bad the expression just made Bailey love Henri more.

      Henri was trying to shake Bailey loose. Let him feel okay for wanting to leave. Henri was acting the asshole to give Bailey an out. The problem was that Bailey didn’t want an out. He just wanted time to think.

      “And how is it going to end, Henri?”

      “You’re a cop. I committed a crime. I can’t ask you to lie for me.”

      “You didn’t, as far as I’m aware.” Bailey unfastened his seatbelt and then reached for the door handle. “Maybe if you had, my conscience would be a lot clearer tonight.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m not sure I can get past everything you told me yesterday. But I understand why you did what you did. I need time, Henri. I need time to think this through.”

      “To think us through?”

      Bailey inclined his head. “That too. One thing I will promise you? I won’t break your trust, or my friends’. Priest’s parentage will stay with me. Those three have been through enough. So have you.”

      As the two of them got sucked back into that silent vortex again, Bailey wondered if Henri could hear his heart thumping. He wished more than anything else that he could lean across the center console, kiss the grim line from Henri’s mouth, and tell him that everything was going to be okay. But Bailey couldn’t do that.

      They’d made a promise to one another that there would be no lies, and as Bailey climbed out of the car and took a final look at Henri, he said nothing, because he had no idea if they’d ever be okay again.
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        * * *

      

      “FUCK!”

      HENRI SLAMMED his hand down on the steering wheel and squeezed the living shit out of it as he watched Bailey walk up his driveway toward his front door.

      In the course of forty-eight hours, things had gone from out-of-this-world amazing to fucked up beyond all recognition, and he was still trying to come to grips with this new all-time low.

      “It’s your own fucking fault,” Henri muttered into the empty car. “Had to go and fall in love with a cop, didn’t you?”

      But as Bailey reached his front door, where the porch light flooded the entrance, he looked back over his shoulder, and Henri knew he hadn’t stood a chance. From the second Bailey had run into him, and every second after that, Henri had been consumed by the man—and just as he’d suspected, it had turned out badly.

      Henri wasn’t sure how long they stayed staring at one another outside Bailey’s house. But when Bailey finally severed the connection and stepped inside, Henri felt the fracture in his heart.

      God, this was exactly why he didn’t do this love thing. Or at least why he’d sworn he never would again. Because this crippling, heartbreaking feeling that he knew would never end was close to unbearable.

      As Henri’s eyes started to blur, he squeezed them shut and told himself to snap out of it. He needed to get the hell out of there as soon as possible, because sitting in his car crying in Bailey’s street was exactly what he didn’t want Bailey to see if he happened to step outside again tonight for any reason.

      Henri turned the key, and just as he was about to put his foot to the gas, the front porch light switched off. Henri sat there for a second, staring out into the darkness, and it was as if the light and sunshine that Bailey had brought into Henri’s life had now been extinguished, and he was once again back where he belonged, in the shadows.

      “Why do you always do that? You always point out how bad you are, how you don’t deserve to be happy…”

      As Bailey’s voice echoed in his mind, Henri shook his head. Bailey didn’t know what he was talking about. He pointed out how bad he was because of all the fucked-up things he’d done. And how could Bailey possibly believe that someone with Henri’s past, someone with his upbringing, deserved to be happy? It was preposterous. Not to mention close to impossible to achieve now anyway, considering a literal door had just been shut between him and his happiness.

      Henri took a final look up the driveway and then stared down at the phone sitting in the center console.

      The last thing he wanted to do was to go home right now, where everything he looked at would remind him of Bailey. So instead, he decided to take a chance and call up the only other people on the planet he could talk to about this.

      Henri hit the princess’s number, put his foot to the gas, looked in his rearview mirror, and watched as Bailey’s house got smaller and smaller and then disappeared altogether. He could only hope that wasn’t a prelude of things to come.
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        CONFESSION

        Never in a million years did I expect to end my night with Julien Thornton.

      

      

      

      AS HENRI DROVE DOWN the street, he scanned the million-dollar homes dotting the sidewalk. This wasn’t the first time he’d been there; he’d often driven this way when he’d been out at night working, just to pass by the house he was now pulling up in front of—the Priestley-Thornton residence.

      There was a light on up on the second story, and as Henri switched off the engine, he wondered if coming there had been a mistake.

      He already knew Joel was going to be pissed—that was a given, considering the personal nature of the situation. But add in the confession and the fact he’d made it to a cop, and Henri had a feeling he hadn’t seen the full magnitude of the temper that lay dormant in his fiery-haired friend.

      Henri sighed and looked at the time. Robbie had told him to come over, but now that Henri was there, he thought it might’ve been smarter if he’d just gone home and confided in a bottle of whiskey instead.

      Henri looked to the phone he’d tossed on the passenger seat, and the blank screen that stared at him was mocking in its silence. Of course it was blank. What had he been expecting? A text or missed call from Bailey begging him to come back over so they could work this out?

      Yeah, the likelihood of that happening was slim to none, especially considering Bailey had told Henri he needed a time-out. Not that Henri could blame him; he’d put his cop in one hell of a position, but at the same time had known there was no way he was going to lie.

      Bailey deserved to know the truth, deserved to know whom he was trusting. Henri’s one regret? Not telling Bailey sooner and giving him a chance to walk away.

      Henri climbed out of the car and made his way up to the front door. Christ, he had no idea what he was going to say when he got inside, or even where to begin. How did a person tell the closest people to him that he had possibly put their freedom in jeopardy?

      Yeah, Henri didn’t think he’d need to worry all that much about going to prison once he got through explaining why he was there, because Joel would likely kill him.

      Henri stopped at the front door, shut his eyes, and took in a deep breath, and when he raised a hand, about to knock, the front door was pulled open and he found himself standing face to face with Robbie.

      Dressed in black pants, a burgundy dress shirt, and a black vest that had a cherry embroidered on it, the princess looked sharp, put together and…about to walk out the door.

      “Henri, hi,” Robbie said as he reached for a black puffer jacket hanging on a hook by the door. He slipped into it and then reached for a scarf. Henri noted the perfect hair, dark eyeliner, and lip gloss, and hoped Robbie wasn’t about to tell him he was—

      “I’m sorry, I just got a call asking if I could come in tonight because someone is sick.”

      You’re fucking kidding me, Henri thought. Of the three men who lived in this house, Bright Eyes had been the one Henri was relying on to keep him alive when he delivered his news. But now that Robbie was leaving, that left Henri with—

      “Priest is still at work. He has a big case right now and his hours have been insane, but Julien’s upstairs. It’s his night off, and he’s great to talk to.”

      Henri opened his mouth, about to say, Thanks, but no, thanks, but Robbie took a step forward and put a palm to his chest.

      “Now before you say no, and turn around and get in Priest’s fabulous car and drive off, just remember: Julien is practically Bailey in this situation.” Robbie paused and screwed his forehead up for a moment. “Well, you know, minus the sexy police uniform and the power to put you in prison. But what I mean is, when Julien and Priest got together, Julien had to accept and deal with everything that came with him. So did I.”

      “Then why can’t I talk to you?” Henri asked.

      “Because he’s leaving,” Julien said from behind Robbie. “And I’m not.”

      Henri wasn’t sure how long he stood in that stare-off with Julien. But when Robbie leaned up, pressed a kiss to Henri’s cheek, and said, “Be nice. Julien is very sweet,” Henri returned his attention to the princess and promised he would.

      Robbie waved to Julien, who winked at him and ran out the door, and Henri found himself in the least likely scenario he could imagine: standing in Joel’s house with his first husband…Henri’s replacement.

      “Bonsoir, Henri. Won’t you come in?” Julien didn’t bother waiting for an answer; he turned on his bare feet and headed up a short flight of stairs that led from the entryway to the first floor. Resigned to his fate, Henri followed.

      It was crazy that even after all these years there was still a very real tension between the two of them. Each man knew where the other stood, and they’d even been civil to one another on occasion, but never had they found themselves in this scenario before—alone, with no buffer, no one to intercede and remind them they needed to be friendly.

      Julien walked across the living room to the bar. He was wearing these loose white yoga-looking pants and a fitted black t-shirt, and there was no denying he was incredibly attractive, which annoyed Henri to no end. Was it so much to ask that there be one thing wrong with him?

      Julien looked over and noticed Henri standing at the top of the stairs. “You can come in, you know.”

      “I know,” Henri said like some petulant teenager, and when Julien smirked and turned away to grab two tumblers from the cabinet behind him, Henri let out a sigh.

      Jesus, what is it about this guy that makes me so petty? It’d been years since that horrible day in L.A., and not only were Julien and Joel happily married to each other and Robbie, Henri had fallen in love with someone along the way too.

      Granted, the status of that relationship was currently unknown, but there was no need for him to act like an immature teenager with Julien just because they had a past. Especially when there were far more serious things at stake here tonight.

      So, yeah, if his brain could get that memo, that would be amazing.

      “Robbie told me you needed to talk to someone tonight. That you needed a friend.”

      Oh my God. This was worse than he thought. Going home to his empty house sounded so much more appealing than it had earlier.

      “Henri?”

      Henri let out a breath and then looked over to Julien, who was sliding a glass of whiskey across the bar.

      “I know I’m the last person you came here looking to talk to tonight. But from what Robbie told me, I’m probably the best.”

      Henri narrowed his eyes on Julien, who picked up the tumbler and held it out. Henri eyed the drink, and as he thought about that final look in Bailey’s eyes, the distance and sadness, his stomach again twisted around itself. He thought, what the hell? He’d wanted a drink ever since he’d woken up in Jamaica last night, so he might as well drink their whiskey.

      He walked across the living space and reached for the glass, but Julien held on to it and said, “You told him what you did that night, didn’t you?”

      Henri thought he’d see anger, disappointment, and even annoyance in Julien’s gem-colored eyes. But instead, he saw approval and happiness.

      Henri said nothing, but Julien let go of the glass and offered up a half-smile. “I told Joel and Robbie you would.”

      Henri blinked as he raised his glass and took a sip. “And let me guess, you’re happy about that because Joel will kill me?”

      Julien laughed, and the sound was close to fucking musical. Again, did he really need to be so perfect?

      “Non, I’m happy about that because you deserve to be loved, Henri. I always wondered who the right man would be to show you that. It’s interesting that it turned out to be Bailey, a policeman. But then, he is rather magnifique.”

      That Henri could agree with Julien on. Bailey was magnificent, wonderful, fucking perfect. But had Julien forgotten what Henri had just said? Had he forgotten what Henri had told his policeman?

      Henri searched Julien’s expression to see if there was some underlying joke in his words, some hidden meaning that had gone over his head. But judging by the twinkle in Julien’s eyes, Joel’s sexy Frenchman was being one hundred percent serious.

      He’d also lost his mind.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t think I’m all that loved anymore. He couldn’t wait to get away from me tonight.” As Henri recalled Bailey’s front door shutting and the light turning off, he drained his glass and enjoyed the burn of the alcohol as it traveled to his aching gut.

      “Can you blame him?” Julien pointed to his empty glass, and Henri held it out.

      “No. It’s not every day the man you think you know and trust tells you that he murdered someone.”

      Julien paused in pouring the whiskey and lowered the bottle to the bar top. “Is that what you told him?”

      “Not exactly like that, no.” Henri sighed. “I told him everything that happened that night, and everything leading up to it.”

      “And how did he take it?”

      Henri scoffed. “Hmm, well, we were in Jamaica and now we are not. Now he needs time away from me, so, I don’t know. This might be the last drink I get before I’m hauled off in the back of a squad car.”

      Julien grabbed the bottle and walked around the bar, then indicated the couch. “Sit.”

      At this stage, Henri didn’t have any better options, so he did as he was told, and Julien took the cushion beside him.

      Henri rested his forearms on his knees, clasping his hands together as Julien placed the bottle on the coffee table in front of them.

      “You and Joel come from a world that not many people know or understand. It was violent, cutthroat, and terrifying on the best days. But Henri, I have to believe that if you told Bailey about yourself, if you really opened up to him and trusted him with all of that, then he’s just taking a moment to process. He’s taking a moment to try to understand that the man he loves comes from a place he’ll never comprehend. A place that’s as close to hell on earth as there’s ever been.”

      Henri’s eyes began to blur as he fidgeted with his fingers, and when Julien placed a hand on one of his arms, no one was more shocked than Henri that he felt…comforted.

      “He’s taking a moment to come to terms with the fact that you had no choice that night. No choice, Henri. It was survival—for you two, it always has been about survival. Bailey’s smart. He’ll understand that.”

      Henri shook his head. “I’m not sure he can understand. He’s a cop, Julien.”

      “He’s a man first,” Julien said, and then scooted forward to the edge of the couch. “Does he love you?”

      Henri remembered the look in Bailey’s eyes as he’d said under the sun, out on that swing, how he felt, and then later that night when they’d been naked and wrapped up in each other. “Yes.”

      “Then he’ll understand. Give him time. That’s what he asked for.”

      Henri let out a deep breath. “And until then? What do I do?”

      Julien reached for the bottle. “You drink with friends, and wait.”

      As Julien poured another glass, Henri was struck by the thought that Robbie was right: Julien really was good to talk to.

      But no matter how many pep talks Julien Thornton gave, it would take a whole lot more than a bottle of whiskey for Henri to admit that he and the gorgeous Frenchman were friends. And even if the alcohol had numbed his heartbreak long enough to let him fall asleep twenty minutes later on the Priestley-Thorntons’ couch—that still didn’t mean they were friends.
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        CONFESSION

        Sometimes a week can fly.

        Sometimes it lasts forfuckingever.

      

      

      

      One Week Later…

      

      “YOU READY TO do this?”

      Henri looked across the SUV to where Detective Dick sat behind the wheel. It was Friday night, and as promised, Ricky G had come through with a time and place to meet up with the big bossman.

      If Henri were honest, this was the last fucking place on the planet he wanted to be, and with the last person, but he had a deal with Dick and wasn’t going to get paid if he bailed now. Not to mention that he didn’t have anything else to do with his time right now other than sit around and think about how fucking miserable he was.

      He hadn’t heard from Bailey since last week, and the silence was close to killing him. Time, Bailey had asked for. But how much time were they talking? And would Bailey at least tell Henri if he was going to report him or just show up with the police? Knowing Henri’s luck, Dick over there would be leading the march.

      Henri took in the jeans and hoodie the detective had worn tonight instead of his usual suits, and when he caught Henri sizing him up, Dick said, “You keep looking at me like that, Boudreaux, I’m gonna have to tell my baby brother you’ve got a wandering eye.”

      Henri’s spine stiffened, but he made sure to school his features. The last thing he needed was Dick catching wind that there was trouble there, or he’d never hear the fucking end of it.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” Henri said, and then looked back out the windshield and across the street to the high-rise that sat on the corner of Baker and Third.

      The area was pretty run-down, the city not really caring to keep up with this particular neighborhood, and as occupants of the building and other locals milled about, Henri sat and observed the comings and goings.

      “What, that’s it?” Dick said. “No other smartass comment on the tip of your tongue?”

      Henri glanced Dick’s way, a bored expression on his face. “I thought I was here to get you confirmation on this rAz guy, not entertain you.”

      “Fucking hell. What crawled up your ass tonight?”

      “I’m just trying to concentrate, since I’m the one going in there and risking my ass. That okay with you?”

      “Well, excuse me,” Dick said as he went back to looking out the windshield. “Would you like me to give you a special code name to make you feel better?”

      Henri aimed a withering stare in Dick’s direction. “Fuck you.”

      “Oh, there you are. I almost thought Bailey’s good nature had rubbed off on you, and I don’t need that tonight.”

      Again, the mention of Bailey’s name made Henri’s body react. His palms began to sweat and his stomach knotted, as he thought about the last time he’d seen Bailey and the look in his cop’s eyes as he’d walked away.

      Henri ignored Dick and went back to looking out the window, and as he studied the people hanging around the front entrance and not really moving on, he said, “See the guy sitting over there on the bottom step leading into the building?”

      Dick nodded. “That our runner?”

      “I’d bet money on it.” Henri scanned the others loitering and noticed two guys chatting with one another. One looked nervous as all fuck, and the other had his hands jammed in the pockets of his green bomber jacket as he leaned in to talk to his twitchy friend. “And the steerer…that’s gotta be Mr. Bomber Jacket.”

      As if the guy in the jacket had heard Henri, he nodded to Twitchy and headed toward his friend sitting on the stairs. The two of them had a quick powwow, and not a second later, their runner headed inside.

      It was an effective little operation, one that signaled rAz was open for business, and Henri was ready to get this shit over and done with. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      “Right, you remember the drill?”

      “You’ve only told me a hundred times.”

      “Good, now say it back to me.”

      Henri rolled his eyes. “I approach Bomber Jacket, let him know I have a meeting, get my ass inside, and get you the confession you need.”

      “A confession might be a little too much to hope for if you plan to stay alive, Boudreaux. I’ll settle for some kind of confirmation or connection between rAz and the dead girls. Okay?”

      Dick scanned the area again before looking back to Henri.

      “Our eyes are all over this building. According to our undercover guy, there’s some young newbie frisking people in the hall and one guy inside with rAz. It makes sense; they attract less attention with less people. That doesn’t mean they aren’t willing to get their hands dirty, though. I’ll be outside in the hallway, and if at any time it feels like it’s all going to hell in a handbasket, you just make the transaction and get the fuck out of there, okay?”

      Dick’s frown and the serious line to his lips made Henri forget his smartass reply. Instead, he nodded, got out of the car, and headed across the street. He had his gun stashed in the back of his jeans and his phone in his pocket, and as he headed toward his target, Henri took a deep breath and focused.

      The inside of the building was a shithole. There was trash in the halls, paint peeling off the walls, and it was cold—no, scratch that, it was fucking freezing.

      Henri had gotten past the two pawns out the front with little to no effort, but as he headed up the stairs toward the fifteenth floor, he wondered how much his thighs were going to hurt tomorrow and took great delight in knowing Dick’s would hurt like a bitch too.

      Of course the fucking elevator had to be broken. That was a given, right? But did this rAz asshole really need to be so high up? Henri supposed the guy did that to keep himself away from anyone who might want to put a bullet in his head, and also to make it more difficult for people to run. Something Henri was hoping he wouldn’t have to do tonight. He was already pissed off, and honestly, that would just be the cherry on top of his bad fucking week.

      As he spotted the fifteenth floor, Henri pushed through the grimy door and came into a dimly lit hallway. A couple of the lights worked, but the majority were blown, which was a bonus for him, since Henri had always worked best in the dark.

      With an eye on the end of the hall, he made his way down to the room number he’d been given. A familiar face stepped out into his path and shut the door behind him—Bleach Boy.

      Ah, yes, Henri remembered this punk from his little one-on-one with Ricky G. He’d been high on the product he was supposed to be pushing, but tonight he seemed a lot more lucid and…hostile. Out to prove yourself tonight, are you?

      “Hey? You can stop right there,” Bleach Boy said, as Henri closed in on him.

      Not wanting this to go tits up before he even set eyes on the prize, Henri did as requested, knowing this little fucker had been sent out to check him for a wire and weapons. Henri stopped in the middle of the hall as the kid approached.

      “No one goes inside without being checked first.”

      Henri held his hands up. “Aww, and you were the one sent out to feel me up. I’m flattered. You were the cuter one between you and Ricky.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Bleach Boy said, his homophobic side working in Henri’s favor, making him…unfocused.

      Henri shrugged, not worried in the slightest about the guy in front of him. He could take Bleach Boy with his bare hands. In fact, he could take any of these guys with just his bare hands, as long as he caught them at the right moment.

      Bleach Boy patted him down, located Henri’s phone and pulled it free, and then continued on. Henri made sure to spread his legs wide, and when the kid glared up at him, Henri winked.

      He quickly got to his feet and spat out, “Turn around and face the wall.” Then he ran a hand down to where Henri’s gun was stashed and pulled it free.

      As Henri rounded back to face his smug little welcoming committee of one, he saw Bleach Boy examining his Glock. “I’ll hang on to this. You won’t be needing it in there.”

      Henri nodded and looked up and down the hall to make sure they were alone. “You’re probably right. Someone like you would need that more than I would in this neighborhood.”

      Bleach Boy’s eyes narrowed, and he puffed up his chest in an effort to intimidate Henri. He failed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Quick as a flash, Henri whipped his arm out and grabbed hold of Bleach Boy’s hand. With a flick of his wrist, Henri twisted the limb out at an ugly angle and jerked the kid in toward his body. Then he clamped a hand down over the top of Bleach Boy’s mouth and backed the punk up against the wall.

      Henri had a good three or four inches on Bleach Boy, and as he glared down into his wide eyes, Henri took perverse pleasure in twisting his arm a little tighter. “What it means is that you’re too soft for this world and you should get the fuck out while you still can.”

      Henri brought his elbow up and rammed it into the side of the kid’s face, knocking him out cold before sliding him down the wall to the floor, leaving him for Dick to find.

      Henri retrieved his phone and flicked on the recording app before slipping it into the pocket of his leather jacket and grabbing his gun. Get in, get the information, and then get the fuck out, he told himself as he reached for the door handle.

      First thing he noticed: the room was dark. They’d pulled the shades and kept all the lights off, no doubt to throw him off. Wasn’t going to work, though; Victor had left Henri in dark rooms ever since he was fucking born. As his eyes adjusted, Henri pivoted toward the two figures on the left side of the room, where a sliver of light slipped through the tattered curtains and outlined their silhouettes.

      One was seated—rAz, Henri was betting—and the other stood off to the side—his guard dog. Henri was familiar with this little setup. The whole thing screamed of Victor and Jimmy, just more amateurish and, well, less threatening.

      “So, you’re the one who’s been asking after me, huh? Mr. Moneybags.”

      “That would be me. So that must make you rAz.”

      “It might…it might not.”

      “Huh.” Henri nodded and made a show of looking around before taking a step forward. “Well, I’m kind of hoping it does, because I put up some big money to get a meeting with you, and if you aren’t rAz, then I’m not interested.”

      As Henri went to turn and leave, the guard dog stepped out from behind his master.

      “You’ve got some fucking balls, I’ll give you that,” rAz said. “Sniffing around my crew and makin’ deals with them without my permission.”

      There was the confirmation that Henri was dealing with the right person. Now all he needed was a connection to the girls. “I wouldn’t have had to do that if they’d just got in contact with you from the beginning.”

      “Well, sorry to fuckin’ inconvenience you. But that’s not how things work round here.” RAz shifted in his seat, his irritation at Henri’s less-than-submissive attitude clearly pissing him off. “I pick my dealers. I pick my whores. I control my product. I don’t need some rich townie coming up on my men tellin’ them that he can make them more money, tellin’ me that I can. That kind of thing can wind a person up dead.”

      The guard dog moved into some kind of attack mode, and Henri wasn’t sure if it was the shitty week he’d had or the fact that he really didn’t like guys who sold drugs and killed women to keep them quiet, but he really hoped the fucker charged—because he was ready for a fight.

      “Wait a minute, is this some kind of setup?” Henri said. “I was told you wanted to bring me in.”

      The lie worked. “I don’t want to bring you in. I want to shut you up, and there’s only one effective way to do that.”

      Henri’s heart was thumping now, his adrenaline pumping through his veins as his eyes continued to dart from the dog back to its master. “You sound like you’ve done it before.”

      RAz laughed, and the sound was the same kind of evil that Henri had heard many times over, from men far more sinister. “Yeah, guess you could say that. Nothing like looking someone in the eye when they’re taking their last breath, or feeling their body go limp in your hands. It was a real treat to be the one to shut those little whore bitches up once and for all. Just like it will be shutting you up.” As the confession fell off rAz’s tongue, Henri knew he was solid. But before he could react, rAz issued his kill word. “Diego.”

      The second the word left rAz’s tongue, his man attacked, but Henri was ready. With the light shining in behind them, Henri had seen Diego draw his gun, seen him raise his arm, and Henri ducked as the bullet left the barrel.

      Henri pulled his Glock from his jeans and fired off two shots—one through Diego’s hand, the other through his thigh—and as Henri whirled around and aimed the gun at rAz’s head, he gritted his teeth and said, “Give me a reason, motherfucker. I’m in just the right kind of mood.”

      RAz didn’t get a chance to respond, though, because a second later the door flew open and Detective Dick came in with a flashlight trained on them. He marched over to where Henri was holding his gun to rAz’s temple.

      “Good job,” Dick said. “Well fucking done.” Dick aimed a fuck you stare at rAz and said, “Get on your feet, asshole.”

      RAz stood, and Dick jerked him around to cuff him. RAz looked Henri in the eye and said, “I’ve seen your face now, townie. Don’t think I’ll forget it.”

      Henri leaned in and said, “Bring it on, fucker. I’ve been hunted by things much worse than you.”

      Dick yanked rAz away and passed him off to one of the uniforms. “You okay?” he asked Henri. “You didn’t get hit or shot at or anything like that, did you?”

      Henri knew Dick was just asking to be professional, but for a second he let himself believe that he and Bailey’s brother could be cordial, if given the chance. Now, he wasn’t sure he’d ever get that.

      “I’m fine, detective. No extra paperwork for you tonight.”

      Henri wasn’t sure, but he thought he almost caught the beginnings of a grin on Dick’s mouth.

      “How about no paperwork between you and me from now on?”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, I can’t exactly have my brother’s boyfriend as my CI now, can I?”

      Not about to point out that he might not be Bailey’s anything anymore when he was about to get his freedom, Henri said, “I guess not. I’d like to say it’s been a pleasure, but—”

      “It’d be a fucking lie?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      Dick made his way to the door and said, “You made me look good here tonight, Boudreaux. That’s not an easy fucking task. Go home and celebrate.”

      Henri walked out the door and into the now-bustling hall, and as he thought about the empty home he was now heading back to, he thought, Celebrate? Celebrate what? He had nothing.
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        CONFESSION

        I’m tired of being the good guy.

        Tired of always being “Saint Bailey.”

      

      

      

      “SO…HOW WAS your sex vacation? I want all the dirty details. And start from the top, since we both know that’s where you like it best.”

      Xander shrugged out of his grey fleck peacoat and hung it on Bailey’s coatrack, then stepped into the living room, ready for all the salacious details from Bailey’s impromptu getaway.

      God, this was the last thing Bailey wanted to do tonight, Saturday night dinner with the family. But he’d known that if he canceled twice in a row there would be questions, people at his front door to make sure he was okay, and he figured he could avoid that by plastering on a smile for a couple of hours and then sending them on their way.

      It might even do him good to be around other people. Maybe that way he’d stop obsessing over the person he’d sent away. Not that he’d been very good at that in the past, and whenever he’d tried, his obsession had only gotten worse.

      “Earth to Bay…”

      “Huh?”

      Xander chuckled as he walked into the living room. “Where did you just go? I asked how your trip was. But before you answer, how about we get a fire going in here or something? It’s freezing.”

      Was it? Bailey hadn’t even noticed. Then again, he’d been spending a lot of time curled up in his bed watching TV or just…existing.

      Xander grabbed a couple of the logs from the pile Bailey kept by the hearth and crouched down to place them on the grate. “Are you okay? You seem a little out of it.”

      Okay, Bay, time to pull yourself together, or he’s going to start asking more questions. “I’m fine,” Bailey lied, and then looked out the window to the night sky. “I guess I didn’t realize how chilly it got when the sun went down.”

      Xander eyed him until Bailey started to get a little fidgety.

      “Let me grab the matches and we can get this going.” Bailey headed to the side table and pulled out the box of long matches. Once they got the fire underway, Xander brushed his hands off and slipped them into the pockets of his designer jeans.

      “So, you never said. How was your trip?”

      Bailey grabbed the poker and jabbed the wood a few times as he tried to think about the sunshine, sand, and crystal-blue water. The beautiful bungalow, and the way he’d felt when Henri said he loved him.

      But those memories were quickly replaced by Henri’s nightmare, the pain etched across his face as he relived it all for Bailey, and the sadness in his eyes when Bailey said he needed time and walked away.

      “It was good.”

      Xander frowned and opened his mouth as though he were about to ask something, but before anything came out, the front door swung open and Sean sauntered inside.

      “All right, where is he?” Sean’s voice bounced off the walls as he stopped in the entryway with a six-pack of Heineken under one arm and a bag full of groceries under the other.

      He had a smile on his face that was kind of…scary in its joy, and when he spotted Bailey standing with Xander by the fireplace, the smile widened.

      “There you are.”

      Bailey frowned, unable to remember the last time his brother had been so jubilant, and was ashamed to admit his first question was whether Sean had been drinking.

      “Here I am,” Bailey said as he put the poker back in its holder. “You seem unusually…cheerful this evening.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes, you do,” Xander said as he walked over to Sean. “What happened? Did you run over someone’s puppy on the way here?”

      “No, I reserve that activity for Sundays, but I’m happy because of what happened last night.”

      “Oh?” Xander said as he reached for the brown paper bag. “And what exciting adventure did you get up to last night, detective? Maybe we could compare notes.”

      Sean opened his mouth to reply, but when nothing came out, Xander smirked and looked at the bag. “You going to let go of that?”

      “Huh?”

      “The grocery bag.”

      Sean looked down to the brown sack and nodded. “Oh, yeah. Take it.”

      “Now that’s something I don’t mind hearing on my Friday nights.” Xander hefted the bag into his arms and laughed at Sean’s bewildered expression. “Oh, forget it. How do you have a gay brother?”

      Bailey finally felt the beginnings of a grin creep across his lips as Xander turned toward him and winked.

      “At least I finally got you smiling.”

      “What’s the matter with you? Why aren’t you smiling?” Sean said. But Bailey wasn’t in the mood to share. Not with Xander and definitely not with Sean.

      “Don’t bother,” Xander said. “I already tried. He’s deflecting.”

      Bailey sighed. He knew he hadn’t fooled Xander. “I’m just not in a great mood. Is that a crime?”

      “For you? Yes,” Xander said.

      “He’s right, Bay,” Sean said. “I’m usually the grumpy fucker. And the one night I’m finally in a good mood, you’re being all broody and won’t tell us why.”

      Bailey rubbed a hand over his head. “Why don’t we talk about your good mood, then? That sounds like a better plan to me. I can’t actually remember the last time I saw you in one.”

      Xander chuckled as he headed toward the kitchen, and Sean and Bailey followed.

      “Turns out it actually involves your guy, Boudreaux.”

      Bailey’s feet came to a grinding halt. No one noticed, though, because Xander was in front of him, and Sean had already launched into the rest of his story.

      “We finally got him, Bay. You know, that motherfucker who’s been killing off his girls? Your guy walked in there last night as though he didn’t have a worry in the world—ballsy as fuck, he was—and got one of the nastiest pieces of work to tell him exactly what we wanted to hear. I told you Boudreaux was a charming asshole.”

      Bailey wanted to congratulate Sean, knowing how much this meant to his brother, but he was busy trying to hide his reaction to the fact that Henri had been in real danger last night.

      At Bailey’s non-response, Sean’s exuberance vanished. “Okay, what’s going on with you?”

      Knowing Sean would put this together quicker than he could think up a good lie, Bailey decided that avoidance was the best course of action. He turned on his heel, ignored Sean’s question altogether, and headed through to the kitchen.

      Xander had the fridge open and was busy putting the steaks and veggies in there for later. Sean put the six-pack on the kitchen island and said, “This bad mood of yours. It got something to do with Boudreaux?”

      Yes. It had everything to do with Henri. But there was no way Bailey was admitting that.

      “Because the last time we spoke, you were busy telling me to back off because this was serious.”

      Xander straightened and shut the fridge, then pulled a bottle of Heineken from the pack and twisted the top off. “You’re such an asshole.”

      “Hey.” Sean pointed at Xander. “I backed off, okay?”

      “What made you think you had a say in the first place? Bailey can date whoever he wants.”

      Sean looked to Bailey. “Is that it, Bay? Did you and Henri have a fight?”

      Bailey chewed on the inside of his cheek, trying to decide how best to put this. “Uh, no. We just decided to take some time apart, you know. Things were going a little fast.”

      Sean grabbed a beer and twisted the top off. “No shit. I told you to take it slow with him. What happened? He show his true colors or something?”

      Bailey stiffened and automatically went on the defensive. “True colors?”

      “Yeah,” Sean said. “You know what I mean. Once a crook, always a crook. He did good last night, but in the long run, can you really trust someone like that?”

      Like a switch had been flipped, Bailey’s temper was instant. How dare Sean pass judgment on someone he knew nothing about? Especially someone who had just helped him close the biggest case of his career.

      With his fists clenched, Bailey took a step toward his brother, ready to give him a piece of his mind. But Xander got in between them.

      “Why don’t you give it a rest, Sean?”

      Sean’s eyes shifted to Xander. “And if I don’t, you gonna make me? That didn’t work out so well that one time you tried in high school.”

      Xander’s spine stiffened at the reminder of his fistfight with Sean back in the day. But then he tilted his head up in his I’m so much classier and sophisticated than you will ever be look that he’d perfected over the years. “Unlike you, I use my hands for much more pleasurable things than fighting. And the way I argue requires you have a brain. So how about you just back the fuck off, detective?”

      Sean’s jaw twitched as he held an epic stare-down with Xander. But when it became clear Xander wasn’t about to back down, Sean let out a breath and looked to Bailey. “Just be careful. That’s all I’m saying.”

      With his anger now having fizzled out, Bailey shook his head. “That’s not all you’re saying, and honestly, I really don’t want to hear anything you do have to say.”

      Bailey stepped around Xander and looked between them both. “I wasn’t in the mood to do this before you both got here but thought, why not, it might make me feel better. It didn’t, sorry. I think I’m going to call a rain check. If one of you could text Kieran and let him know not to bother—if he was even going to—I think I’d rather be alone.”

      Xander reached for Bailey’s hand. “Are you sure? I can—”

      “I’m sure,” Bailey said, and squeezed his friend’s hand. “I just want to be alone.”

      “Okay.”

      Xander glared at Sean, who said, “What? It’s not just my fault. He’s kickin’ you out, too.”

      Xander mumbled, “Ignorant idiot,” as he walked out of the kitchen, and Sean followed.

      As the front door opened and closed, Bailey let out the breath that he didn’t even realize he’d been holding.

      Silence… He had never appreciated it more, but as he looked around the kitchen and to the breakfast nook, he was reminded of the last time he’d been in it with Henri.

      The last look, the last touch, the promise he’d made to climb the walls and to burn the bridges down. But now that he had, could he live with what he’d found in amongst all the ashes?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CONFESSION

        Hitting people has never really been my style,

        but this morning I was tempted…

      

      

      

      IT WAS FREEZING in his garage as Bailey opened the door and stepped into it. It was Monday morning and exactly ten days since he’d seen or heard from Henri, and while he’d been the one who asked for some time and space, the more that Henri gave to him, the more Bailey was beginning to hate asking for it.

      Still on leave from work, he’d had nothing but time and an empty house that was good for thinking but even better for overthinking. In fact, Bailey was positive he’d done nothing but think since the moment Henri had finished talking that night back in Jamaica. He was going stir crazy, but the problem was that he had no one he could talk to about this problem.

      What Henri had told him was a secret Bailey was still trying to wrap his mind around. It was life changing, he knew that, and depending on what he decided to do with the information would determine whose life it would change.

      Bailey flicked the light switch in his garage and stared at the punching bag in front of him. This was where he’d been spending a lot of his time over the last week, beating up this old thing as opposed to himself, because he couldn’t decide what the hell he was going to do.

      On one hand, he could—and should—go down to the police station and report the crime that had been confessed to him on the best and worst night of his life.

      Bailey picked up the gloves, slipped them on, and stared at the bag.

      Or he could understand that Henri had lived in fear and terror his entire life, and know that what had happened that night had been to survive. It had happened because Henri thought Priest had been killed, and that he would be next.

      Bailey’s glove smashed into the bag, as he thought about the documentary he’d watched yesterday on Jimmy Donovan, the infamous crime boss of New Orleans.

      The things that asshole had done over the years, the people he and Henri’s father had tortured and murdered, were the stuff nightmares were made of, and the last one—Paul Stevens—had been done with Priest right there.

      God. Thinking about what those two boys had gone through made Bailey sick. What Henri must’ve had to deal with as a boy, a teenager, an adult who was sucked into a world he was too frightened to leave.

      Bailey took another swing at the bag and cursed as he made impact. His next few jabs were harder, faster, angrier. His outrage over the injustice those kids had faced rose inside of him with an outrage that left him sweaty and sore, until his arms gave way and he was holding on to the bag.

      Bailey squeezed his eyes shut as they began to blur, his frustration over the situation escaping him the only way it could. Tears down his cheeks, shouting out his lungs, and wanting to collapse in his bed—the same bed that now felt too big and empty without Henri in it.

      He needed to make a decision. But the choice laid out in front of him seemed like some kind of cruel test.

      He’d always been taught to follow the law. That those who committed a crime should be held accountable. But what happened when you understood the reason for the crime? And what if you had committed a similar one but were exempt because you wore a badge and uniform?

      Those were the questions that haunted him, and the reason for his indecision.

      When Bailey felt his legs weren’t about to collapse on him anymore, he let go of the bag and tore off his gloves. He tossed them onto the workbench, then wiped a hand over his brow and headed inside. He was just about to make his way to his bedroom when there was a loud knock at the door.

      He thought about ignoring it, but in the back of his mind he couldn’t stop the voice whispering that maybe, just maybe, it was Henri.

      When Bailey pulled open the door, he was glad he was hanging on to the handle, because standing in front of him was the last person he’d expected to see—Joel Priestley, or as Bailey now also knew, Joel Donovan.

      Dressed for work, Priest appeared as put together as ever in a navy wool coat over a blue suit, and when he took in Bailey’s black sweats and sweaty white tank, he raised a brow. “Hi. I’m sorry to just drop by like this. I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

      Bailey wondered what Priest would say if he said this was interrupting him crawling back in bed to pine over Henri. He shook his head and stepped aside to let Priest in. “No, you’re not. It’s fine. I just got through working out, that’s all.”

      Priest raised an eyebrow as if he didn’t quite believe that, which probably had a lot to do with the fact that Bailey was looking a little pale, a little unshaven, and a whole lot worse than Priest had ever seen him before.

      Bailey shut the door as Priest wandered toward the living room and looked around. It was strange that the two of them had been friends for quite a while now and yet Priest had never been in this house.

      Huh, maybe Bailey would invite him, Julien, and Robbie over one day, providing they were still all friends after this.

      “Should I be worried talking to you right now?” Priest asked.

      Bailey took a deep breath and walked past Priest and into the living room. He’d wondered how this was going to go, what Priest would think and feel when he found out what Henri had confessed. “No.” He looked over his shoulder to Priest. “I would never betray your trust that way.”

      Priest slipped his hands into his pockets. “And that’s what’s most important to you? Trust?”

      While Bailey heard Priest’s question, he also heard the hidden one beneath the surface, and felt the hair on the back of his neck rise.

      All he’d done for the past week was sit around and think about what Henri had told him, about what Henri had done. And no matter how many times the words replayed in Bailey’s head, they couldn’t replace the I love you.

      He missed Henri. His voice, his laugh, that sexy smirk when he was up to no good, and Bailey had wrestled with himself over and over about the right thing to do in this situation.

      What could he live with? What could he live without? And as he agonized over that answer, he realized that he was the only one that would ever know. He didn’t owe anyone an explanation on what was, or wasn’t, most important to him.

      “Why don’t you ask me what you really want to ask, Priest?”

      “Okay. Is your loyalty to the police force going to put me and my family in a prison cell?”

      Wow, he just put it right out there, didn’t he?

      “And that’s what you’re here about? Your family?” Not Henri, how he was coping, and for some reason, that really pissed Bailey off.

      Maybe it was because he’d been sitting around his house mourning Henri and Priest’s childhood since he’d learned about it. Or maybe it was because he’d given himself an ulcer trying to believe that what Henri had done to Jimmy Donovan was okay. But the next thing he knew, Bailey was across the room and standing toe to toe with Priest.

      “And what about Henri, and what would happen to him? Or do you only ever think about yourself when it comes down to the two of you?”

      To his credit, Priest didn’t flinch. In fact, one side of his mouth curled up and Bailey thought he looked slightly…maniacal. “You’re brave.”

      Bailey narrowed his eyes, clenching his hands into fists at his sides.

      “Would it make you feel better to hit me?”

      As Priest’s words registered, Bailey realized just how aggressive he was being and took a step back.

      Priest looked him up and down. “I never thought I’d be fighting with you over Henri.”

      “Yeah? Well, I never knew you had such a selfish streak.”

      “Really?” Priest said. “I’m married to two men, Bailey. I would think that was obvious.”

      Bailey said nothing, just glared, wishing he knew Henri half as well as Priest did, and found himself irrationally jealous over the fact he didn’t.

      “You really do love him, don’t you?”

      And that comment only served to piss Bailey off even more. “Why do you sound so surprised? Because you were too blind to realize he was worth loving?”

      Priest’s lips pulled tight, and something fiery flashed in his eyes as he took a step forward. “I wasn’t too blind,” Priest said, his voice low. He pulled a photograph from his pocket.

      Bailey reached for it, and what he saw rendered him speechless. It was a picture of Priest and Henri in their early twenties, probably. Priest had an arm wrapped around Henri’s shoulders and was looking at him, as Henri stared down at one of his hands.

      Bailey’s eyes latched on to the silver ring with the black diamond in it.

      “I wasn’t too blind. I was too close, Bailey.”

      Bailey blinked, trying to fight back the tears blurring his vision, and when he looked up, Priest nodded and took the photo back.

      “I don’t know what you plan to do here, or even what you should do. But I just want you to know that while we did have a harder start than most, Henri has had a hard everything.” Priest sighed and slipped his hands into his coat pockets. “I love him. But I think you know that. And I wanted you to see that so you understand why he did what he did, and know that I would’ve done the same for him. I’ve always hoped that someone as good as you would happen for him. I’m still hoping for that. I really am.”

      Bailey swallowed and rubbed his hands over his face. “I’ve been a fucking mess thinking about all of this, about him.”

      A grin slowly curved Priest’s lips. “Would it help you to know that he looks much worse?” Yes, Bailey thought, but when he said nothing, Priest added, “He passed out on our couch the night he dropped you home, and when I took him back to his place, he looked almost scared to walk in there.”

      Bailey knew the feeling. Everywhere he looked in this house he had memories of the two of them—the kitchen, the bathroom, right there in his living room. All he saw was Henri, and Henri was all he wanted.

      “He’s a good man, Bailey. One of the best I know,” Priest said, as he turned on his heel and headed for the door. “I’ve trusted him with my life and the life of my loved ones—and I don’t trust anyone. I know you have to do what’s right for you, but if he’s what’s right? I’d make sure to tell him before he disappears. I promise, you won’t regret it.”

      Bailey watched Priest walk out to his Range Rover and climb into the SUV, and all he could think was that he’d regret it if he didn’t go and get to Henri before he was gone for good.
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        CONFESSION

        What I’m about to do here,

        is going to change our lives—forever.

      

      

      

      HENRI SAT ON his couch staring at the empty bookshelves surrounding his television and was grateful in that moment that he’d never bothered to fill the spaces up with pointless knickknacks or rows and rows of actual books. It would just make packing up and leaving take that much longer, if he ever got to a point where the thought of not living in the same city as Bailey felt tolerable.

      Henri eyed the bottle of bourbon that had become a permanent fixture since he’d returned home from Jamaica, and then looked at the clock on the wall.

      It was five o’clock somewhere, right? Not that he really cared. As miserable as he was feeling, he didn’t need a time of day as a prerequisite to start throwing back the good stuff…the liquid eraser. But as he checked out the label on the bottle, he realized that that wasn’t what he had on hand. He had the cheap stuff, and he was reluctant to add that to the tequila he’d finished off the night before.

      Fuck. Henri slumped down and let his eyes wander around the room. It was amazing how a single day and night had totally changed how he felt about this place.

      He used to love the loft, could actually imagine settling down there—which was insane, but that was where he’d finally arrived in his mind when it came to this place, when it came to Chicago.

      With Victor and Jimmy now out of the picture and Bailey firmly in it, Henri had allowed himself a moment where he imagined living there permanently. He’d imagined settling down, establishing roots, and even making friends. He’d even thought about going out with Priest, Julien, and Robbie, and being nervous about meeting Bailey’s family.

      But as he sat there now, looking at his empty shelves, Henri realized that that had all just been a dream, a moment he might look back on one day, think about what could’ve been—but for now it was just a painful delusion that he wanted to forget about in any way possible.

      Henri got to his feet, grabbed the bottle of bourbon just in case he changed his mind, and headed through to his small study. Maybe he’d feel better sleeping in there? It was, after all, the one place Bailey hadn’t set foot in.

      Just as he was about to head in and try to get comfortable on the futon, Henri’s intercom buzzed. The last thing he wanted to do was deal with people. But just as he was about to ignore it and head into the study anyway, the intercom buzzed again.

      Oh for fuck’s sake. With the bottle in hand, Henri marched over to his front door and picked up the receiver.

      “Who is it?” he barked.

      “Ask me up, Henri.”

      Henri stared at the wall in front of him and could barely believe his own ears.

      “Henri? Ask me up.”

      Henri cradled the receiver between his ear and shoulder and pressed the button, and when the line went dead and he realized his hand was shaking, he quickly hung up.

      Shit, what was Bailey doing there? He hadn’t called, hadn’t texted, hadn’t given any indication he was going to show up on Henri’s doorstep at eleven o’clock on Monday morning.

      Maybe this is it? Maybe Bailey’s here to arrest me?

      It wasn’t that much of a stretch. Just because Bailey had said he understood why Henri did what he did, it didn’t mean he would let it go without punishment.

      Henri looked down at his crumpled sweatshirt and jeans and knew there was nothing he could do to make himself look any better—but he could get rid of the alcohol. He quickly put the bottle on his computer desk, and just as he was coming back out to the hall, there was a firm knock on his door.

      Unsure if he was about to open his door to Bailey or half of Chicago PD, Henri braced himself, ready to deal with whatever fate waited for him on the other side.
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        * * *

      

      BAILEY HAD NEVER been more nervous in his life as he stood in Henri’s elevator, traveling the three floors up. He’d had no idea when he got in his car this morning whether Henri would be there when he arrived. But when he heard the familiar voice through the intercom, Bailey hadn’t been able to stop his wildly beating heart.

      The entire drive over there, Bailey had been trying to decide what he wanted to say. But as he stepped off the elevator and headed down the hall toward Henri’s place, he realized he still had nothing.

      What he was about to do next was going to change both of their lives.

      Bailey stopped outside Henri’s door and told himself for the millionth time he was doing the right thing, then he raised his hand and knocked. As he stood there and waited, he swallowed around the lump in his throat.

      Henri pulled open the door. Bailey took in a deep breath, the sight of Henri standing only feet away from him almost enough to knock him on his ass. It felt like it had been months, years since he’d last seen Henri, and as Bailey soaked in the picture—the messy hair, the dark stubble and crumpled clothes—Bailey thought Henri had never looked more devastating.

      Henri looked over Bailey’s shoulder and then scanned the hall, and for a second Bailey wondered what Henri was looking for—but then he understood.

      “It’s just me,” Bailey said, and Henri took a step back and moved aside. As Bailey walked inside, Henri’s cologne wrapped around him, and he closed his eyes, remembering the first time they’d met. He’d run full force into this man, and Henri had been knocking him off his feet ever since.

      As the door shut behind him, Bailey turned to see Henri standing in the narrow entryway with his head angled toward the floor. His expression was grim, his dark eyes sad, and Bailey knew exactly how he felt. These days spent apart, not knowing what the other was thinking, had felt like an eternity, and it was time to put an end to it.

      “Hi,” Bailey said, and Henri lifted his head.

      “Hi.”

      Bailey slipped his hands into his jeans pockets, and when Henri’s eyes roved down over him, Bailey wondered if he looked as good and familiar to Henri as Henri looked to him.

      “I was a little worried that I’d get over here today and find you gone.”

      It took everything Bailey had not to go to Henri. The hurt and pain swirling in those eyes tore at Bailey’s heart.

      “I thought about it,” Henri said. “But I told you before, leaving you is becoming… Well, it’s impossible now.”

      Bailey’s heart felt as though it were shocked back to life, and as it began a steady thump, thump, thump, he took a step forward. “Even if it meant prison?”

      Henri shrugged. “Prison doesn’t seem that bad in comparison.”

      Bailey reached into the back pocket of his jeans. “Okay. I need you to give me your hands, Henri.”

      Henri’s lips pulled tight, and a flash of pain flickered through his eyes as he nodded. But he didn’t hesitate, didn’t argue at all, as he raised his hands and held them out toward Bailey as though he’d been expecting it.

      Bailey brought his cuffs up and snapped the first one around Henri’s wrist, and after he tightened it, he did the same to the second. Once they were in place, he hooked his finger around the chain and tugged Henri in until they were toe to toe.

      “Well?” Bailey said, as the pain in Henri’s eyes was replaced with shock. “I’m waiting. I thought you said you could get out of a pair of these in ten seconds.”

      Henri’s mouth fell open as he looked down to the handcuffs and then back to Bailey.

      “I put in my letter of resignation today,” Bailey said. “After what happened at the Quick Mart, I did a lot of thinking about what I want to do with my life, and being a policeman has never really been it. So…this might be my one and only chance to see if you were telling the truth about this.”

      Henri blinked a couple of times but said nothing, then he ran his tongue along his bottom lip. God, Bailey really wished Henri would say something, do something, then he might have an excuse to—

      There was a distinct clink and then snap of metal, as Bailey looked down to see that Henri had freed his right hand and handcuffed one of Bailey’s—all in less than ten seconds.

      “Are you— Oh my God,” Bailey said as Henri tugged him in.

      “If I’m not mistaken, I believe that was about eight seconds. A new personal record.”

      Bailey’s jaw almost hit the floor as he stared up into Henri’s eyes, and then he began to laugh. “Uh, I don’t know about that. This isn’t what you said you could do.”

      “No?”

      Bailey shook his head. “Nope. You said you could free yourself in less than ten seconds.”

      Henri lowered his head, and when their lips met, he whispered, “Yeah, but I don’t want to be free of you.”

      Bailey’s stomach flipped and his heart swelled. “I love you,” he said, and cradled Henri’s face. “I missed you so much, but I needed time to—”

      “I know,” Henri said, then kissed his way up Bailey’s jaw to his temple. “I understand. I also understand if this is all too much.”

      “No.” Bailey pulled away a fraction and shook his head. “I mean, it is a lot, but I understand why, Henri. I’ve never believed that our past defines us, but yours certainly didn’t give you many options. You fought to survive, did what you had to, and helped save another man’s life.”

      Bailey smoothed his fingers along Henri’s jaw and around to trace the line of his lips.

      “I’ve always had a difficult time seeing things in black and white. There are so many grey areas, so many times where you need to take a closer look at something or someone before passing judgment. I think that’s why I’ve always had a difficult time in my line of work.”

      “Do you have any idea what you’d rather do instead?”

      “Well…” Bailey grinned, and Henri tightened his arms around Bailey as though afraid he would disappear. “I like helping people, I still have my gun license, and I know this guy who is a private investigator. I was thinking of seeing if he’d be interested in a partner.”

      Henri’s wide smile made Bailey’s entire body light up. “Hmm,” Henri said. “I think you might be in luck. He was just cut loose of this commitment he had with a real dick of a detective and is looking for a new partner.”

      Bailey let out a bark of laughter. “Really? Then I think that might just work out. But I have one condition.” Henri raised an eyebrow as Bailey nipped at his lower lip. “This PI business, it needs to be legit. I’ll only sign on if we do things on the up-and-up.”

      “Uh, I’m not sure I know how to do that. You might have to keep me in line.”

      “Now that sounds like a job I’d love to do…permanently.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Bailey pressed a hard, fast kiss to Henri’s lips and then took a step back until their tethered arms were stretched out between them. “Now, about this little trick of yours, how about you show me how it’s done?”
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      “ARE YOUR EYES closed?”

      Bailey grinned and nodded the best he could with Henri standing behind him and hands over the top of his eyes. “Yes, for the millionth time. But have you forgotten that you blindfolded me in the parking garage?”

      “No. I’m just making sure I covered all my bases.”

      “I think you’re safe. Do you really think I enjoyed tripping over that stair a minute ago?”

      Henri chuckled by his ear. “I don’t know, but I sure like the way you felt when you fell into me.”

      “Mhmm. So glad my humiliation was stimulating for you.”

      “Everything about you is stimulating to me. Now, if you’re done complaining…” Henri nipped at his ear. “We’re here.”

      Bailey stopped when Henri did, and as he reveled in the warmth of Henri pressed up against him, he listened for any other sounds around them, trying to pinpoint where exactly he’d been brought.

      It was Monday morning, and where the two of them usually made the ten-minute commute into the small, cold, run-down basement they rented for their PI business to get their week going, this morning they’d made a detour.

      Henri had said that he had a surprise, and as he removed his hands from Bailey’s eyes and stepped away, Bailey almost whimpered from the loss of having Henri close.

      “Can you see anything?” Henri asked again, and this time his voice sounded as though it was directly in front of him.

      Bailey shook his head. “No.”

      Then a warm set of lips brushed over his. “Good.”

      Bailey reached out to grab at Henri, but before he could make contact, Henri laughed that deep, sexy, rumbling sound that made Bailey’s cock instantly hard, and moved away again.

      “Behave yourself, officer. I didn’t bring you here for that.”

      Bailey licked at his lower lip, trying to get another taste of Henri—always wanting more. “You need to stop calling me that.”

      Henri scoffed, and Bailey noticed the sound was now farther away than it had been a second ago.

      “I’ll never stop calling you that. You, Craig Bailey, will always be my officer, always be my hot cop.”

      Damn. Henri’s voice had taken on that suggestive tone that let Bailey know they were thinking about the exact same thing: how soon they could get alone, how soon they could get naked.

      What were they doing there again?

      “Henri?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Where are we?”

      Bailey heard Henri’s footsteps and then felt him move behind him again. As he wound his arms around Bailey’s waist, Henri pulled him back into his body and said by his ear, “Take your blindfold off and find out.”

      Bailey reached up and tugged the black material away from his eyes, and as they adjusted to the light spilling in through the window directly in front of them, Bailey noticed they were standing in an office space.

      There were two desks set up side by side in front of a huge semicircle window that let in an extraordinary view of Chicago.

      “So, what do you think?”

      Bailey was at a loss for words as he looked around the space and started to see little mementos of his and theirs all over.

      There were a pair of boxing gloves on the shelf behind one of the desks, and a selfie of the two of them sitting on the private dock of the bungalow in Jamaica—from the second time they visited. There was a speeding ticket, which Henri had framed, sitting on the shelf behind the other desk, and beside that a pair of handcuffs, which made Bailey laugh. “It’s perfect.”

      “Yeah?”

      Bailey took another look around and nodded. “One hundred percent. When did you have time to do this?”

      “Well, you know the Wagner case I said I’ve been working on the last month?”

      Bailey’s mouth fell open. Henri had been using the Wagner excuse to leave at all hours of the day, and sometimes for hours. “This is where you were coming?”

      “This is where.”

      Bailey wound his arms around Henri’s neck and melted into the warmth of his body, then opened up and let him inside. Henri’s tongue tangled with his in a slow, sensual dance, and as the two of them walked back toward one of the desks, Bailey placed his hands on Henri’s chest and nipped at his chin. “You’re very sneaky.”

      As he played with the silver bars beneath the tight fabric of Henri’s shirt, Henri smoothed his hands down to Bailey’s ass and pulled him in close.

      “It’s one of my best skills.” Henri kissed his way up to Bailey’s ear as Bailey thrust his hips forward. “How about we initiate the new office?”

      Bailey turned his head and captured Henri’s mouth, stealing another kiss. Then he sighed and slipped his hands under Henri’s shirt. “I’m liking that idea…a lot.”

      Henri rubbed his hand up against the erection Bailey had no hope of hiding. “Mmm, I can tell.”

      Bailey rocked into Henri’s hand as he twisted one of his piercings, and when Henri groaned and tipped his head back, Bailey licked a path up his neck. He bit at Henri’s chin and pushed him back into the desk. As Henri put a hand on the desk to move up onto it, a loud hiss echoed through the office. Bailey jerked away from Henri, his eyes going wide, as he saw a tiny ball of grey fluff scurry off and hide behind one of the shelves.

      “What the hell was that?” Bailey said, as he peered over the desk, his arousal now well and truly taking a back seat to the adrenaline pumping through his veins.

      Henri let out a put-upon sigh as he adjusted the hard-on in his jeans and then shoved off the desk. He walked around it and looked behind one of the shelves, then reached down and pulled out a tiny grey and white kitten that was purring up a storm.

      “Yeah, he came with the office, so I kind of gave him some food. Haven’t been able to shake him since.”

      The kitten began rubbing up into Henri’s neck—not that Bailey could blame him. “Well, he’s yours now.”

      Henri held the kitten up, and when it batted at his nose, he grinned at Bailey, whose heart all but tripped over itself. The two looked adorable together.

      “Don’t you mean ours?” Henri said. “Or have you already forgotten you asked me to move in with you at Christmas?”

      Bailey chuckled and pushed Henri away. “As if I could forget. You remind me every morning when we wake up how many days of freedom I have left.”

      “And how many days is it?”

      “Three.”

      “That’s right. Three days, and then me and…” Henri looked down at the kitten, who was now curled up against his chest.

      “You don’t have a name for him?”

      “No.” Henri shrugged. “He’s never been around long enough for me to give him one. Always up and vanishing.”

      A smile slowly curled Bailey’s lips as he reached out and scratched the kitten behind its ears. “How about Ghost? You know, since it no longer fits you?”

      Henri grinned. “I love it. It’s purr-fect.”

      “Dork.” Bailey laughed, and around thirty minutes later, after Henri had shown him all around, they stepped out the door with Ghost in tow. As Henri locked up behind them, Bailey looked past his shoulder at the door, still not able to believe they could finally move out of that dark little basement.

      “Oh my God,” he said, and shook his head. “You let me be on top.”

      Henri smirked as he looked to the glass pane of the front door, engraved with: Bailey & Boudreaux Private Investigators. “Of course. That’s where I like you best, officer. Right on top of me.”

      Bailey took Henri’s hand and entwined their fingers. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Henri said as Ghost let out another ear-piercing yowl. Bailey kissed him on the head, falling a little harder for the needy kitten.

      “I think we better hurry up and get him home before he up and vanishes on us.”

      “Nah, I don’t think he’s going anywhere,” Henri said. “You see, like me, he knows when he’s found something special. Something worth staying for.”

      As the two—no, three—of them walked out of the building, Bailey looked at the wonderful man beside him and couldn’t help but think how lucky he was to have run into Henri Boudreaux that day up in Oshkosh, because he really was a charming bastard—and luckily for Bailey, Henri was all his.
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        I would like to say a HUGE thank you to everyone who has followed  along with the Confessions Series. This world and these characters are SO much fun for me to write, that whenever I come back and visit them, it’s like coming home to family. And while Bailey’s book brings this series to its conclusion…don’t fear! Because in 2020 there will be a spin-off series coming your way!
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        Thank you for reading

        CONFESSIONS: BAILEY

      

        

      
        I hope you fell as hard for Henri and Bailey as I did while writing these two men. If you did, please consider leaving a review on the site you purchased the book from. They would be MOST grateful.

      

        

      
        If you would like to talk with other readers who love this series, you can find them HERE at

        Ella Frank’s Temptation Series Facebook Group.
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      Hmmm… So while I let you ponder on the spin-off series, I’m going to go ahead with the rest of the thank you’s!

      

      To Brooke Blaine. Thank you so much for being with me from the beginning to the end of this series—and all the ones before it. I can’t wait for ALL the stories we have planned and upcoming! BRING ON A HEALTHY HAPPY 2020!!!

      

      Thank you, Arran, for being so great with the weed-whacker! You’re the best editor I could ask for. You may chop up my words, but I know you only do it to make it better…right?

      To Judy, my final set of eyes! Thank you for always reminding me to send you my work, for being so good at your job, and for always getting this back to me when you tell me you will! I don’t know what I’d do without you lady! Love your face :*

      To Hang Le, whom I am never letting go. Every time I come to you with a new project it just gets better! I can’t wait to see what delicious creations you come up with next year, because this series is phenomenal!

      

      Until next time,

      MUAH!

      Xx Ella
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        If you’d like to get to know Ella better, you can find her getting up to all kinds of shenanigans at:

      

        

      
        The Naughty Umbrella

      

        

      
        And if you would like to talk with other readers who love Robbie, Julien & Priest, you can find them HERE at

        Ella Frank’s Temptation Series Facebook Group.

      

      

      

      
        
        Ella Frank is the USA Today Bestselling author of the Temptation series, including Try, Take, and Trust and is the co-author of the fan-favorite contemporary romance, Sex Addict. Her Exquisite series has been praised as “scorching hot!” and “enticingly sexy!”
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