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            PROLOGUE: THE PROFESSIONAL

          

        

      

    

    
      The penthouse flat was a monument to terrible taste: all glass, chrome, and cold white leather, hovering high above the rain-slicked streets of San Francisco’s Rincon Hill.

      The target was a venture capitalist who had dipped his toes into the wrong unregulated import markets. He lived in a world far removed from Danny’s usual territory. But as Mr. Rossi’s personal driver, Danny went wherever his boss required.

      Sometimes that meant navigating Bay Area gridlock to fetch a specific vintage of Barolo. Other times, it meant dropping off the grid to clear up a problem, far away or right in their own backyard.

      Danny waited in the deep shadows by the floor-to-ceiling windows. Coastal rain drummed against the glass. He checked his watch, but didn’t need to. His internal clock was as calibrated as the weapon in his gloved hand.

      Danny’s wardrobe was classic, old-world lines and pitch black Italian wools, with a crisp white shirt and tie. The suit was tailored to allow for fluid movement and to hide the shoulder holster beneath his jacket flush against his ribs. His firearm, however, was strictly modern, chambered for 9mm subsonic ammunition and fitted with a custom suppressor.

      The mahogany door clicked open and the target stumbled in. He loosened his tie with a weary sigh. He no doubt believed himself secure, having no idea Danny’s garrote had already quietly neutralized the private security detail now hidden away in the downstairs surveillance room.

      Danny’s heart rate ticked up in a familiar thrum. He reached up with his free hand and double-tapped the white bud in his right ear.

      Every target required a curated piece, carefully selected in advance for their final moments. If the financier was determined to live his life in a sterile, tasteless box, Danny would at least ensure he died to a masterpiece.

      Tonight’s selection was Puccini. Tosca. Act III.

      As the mournful strings of E lucevan le stelle swelled in his ear, Danny felt his pulse sync with the rising tempo.

      He blinked his icy blue eyes once as he reached between the buttons of his white shirt, beneath the silk tie, finding the silver Madonna medal resting against the dark hair of his chest. He flipped the pendant with deft fingertips, so the Holy Mother faced inward against his bare skin.

      She didn't need to see this part.

      He aimed and fired.

      Pfft. Pfft.

      Two muffled coughs, timed to the crash of the timpani in Danny’s ear, and the financier dropped instantly, dead before he hit the imported rug.

      Danny stepped out from the shadows to stand over the body. He reached into the dead man’s breast pocket with clinical efficiency, extracted a burner phone, and slipped it into his own jacket pocket.

      The tenor’s voice climbed toward the aching crescendo of the aria. Danny closed his eyes. His breath caught. For a second, the sharp lines of his face softened into absolute reverence for the artistry of the tenor, crying out his final, desperate love for life.

      Then, his pulse began to decelerate, easing back down into a steady rhythm.

      He stood still, letting the music swell and wash over him until his breathing evened out.

      He might rush a hit, but he never rushed Puccini.

      As the track began to fade, Danny engaged the safety and holstered the weapon. He adjusted his lapel, letting the dying chord of the opera guide him out the door and into the cold San Francisco night.
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      The brass bell above the cafe door jingled, a bright, thin sound at odds with the two men pushing through the glass.

      Officer Prosky walked in first, resting a heavy hand on his duty belt and exhaling as the smell of roasted espresso hit him. "Morning, citizens!" he called out. Pushing sixty and snug in a uniform that never quite fit, Prosky was a Tuesday and Thursday morning fixture.

      Trailing right behind him was a walking disaster area.

      Officer Connor Gallagher stood six-foot-four, broad shoulders and all farm-boy bulk. He had rough features and a crown of red-gold curls, barely tamed in a short, boyish cut. As he stepped inside, his size-thirteen boot caught the edge of the welcome mat. He stumbled, throwing out two huge hands shot out for balance, catching and rattling a display rack of ethically sourced macadamia nuts.

      As all eyes turned at the noise, he steadied the display. "Whoa. Sorry," he muttered to nobody. The flush hit his face fast, turning his ears and neck a brilliant, burning red.

      Behind the counter, Carmen didn't blink. She tapped an acrylic nail against the screen.

      "Morning, Prosky," she called. "The usual?"

      "You know it, sweetheart," Prosky chuckled, resting his elbows on the glass pastry case. "Large skim latte, and two of those, what do you call them… cardamom knots. The wife has me on a diet. This is our little secret, alright?"

      "Secret's safe," Carmen said, grabbing a paper cup.

      Prosky turned his attention to the espresso machine. "And how about you, kid? Working hard or hardly working?"

      Drew wore a slightly-too-small vintage Keith Haring t-shirt beneath his canvas apron, humming along to Pretty in Pink playing from his old iPod in the speaker dock. His golden-brown hair flopped on his forehead, curling in the steam of the La Marzocco. "Just seizing the means of production, Prosky. One oat milk cappuccino at a time," Drew shot back, deadpan.

      Prosky let out a deep, rumbling laugh.

      As he stepped aside, the junior officer stepped up. Drew fixed his eyes on the metal pitcher in his hand as the milk churned. The steam wand shrieked, providing the perfect excuse for Drew to pretend he couldn't feel Connor staring at him.

      Prosky elbowed his partner. "Go on, Gallagher. Practice your conversational skills."

      Connor blinked. His enormous hands adjusted his utility belt, fumbling with the leather.

      "Hi, Drew." Connor’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat and tried again, forcing it lower. "Good morning. Fog broke early today. Good visibility."

      "It did," Drew said. He poured the steamed milk, shaping a leaf into the top of the foam. He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms, raising an eyebrow. "What can I get you, Officer?"

      "Just... black coffee. Hot. Obviously, I mean… it's hot. It's coffee," Connor stammered. He pulled out a worn leather wallet. A ten-dollar bill slipped from his fingers and fluttered to the floor. He bent down to grab it and banged his head against the pastry case on the way back up. "Ow. Sorry. I’m okay. I got it."

      Drew poured a coffee from the urn behind him and set the cups on the stainless steel pick-up counter. Prosky grabbed them, steering the mortified rookie over to the condiment station by the window.

      With the cops out of earshot, Carmen leaned in close. Her voice dropped to a theatrical whisper.  "Officer Puppy Dog Eyes is doing it again," she whispered. "He's practically drooling on the counter."

      "I have no idea what you're talking about," Drew said, turning away.

      "I don’t think he even drinks coffee. He orders it, pays, and never takes a sip, just to stand there and say hi to you." Carmen tapped the register. "The man is mooning so hard it's affecting the tides."

      "He's a cop," Drew deflected, wiping down the steam wand with a sponge. "He represents the violent arm of the state."

      "He represents a golden retriever in a Kevlar vest," Carmen corrected. "And your ears are red."

      Drew’s hands snapped up to his ears. The tips were burning hot.

      Across the room, Prosky snapped the lids onto their cups. "Keep out of trouble, kids!" he called out, heading for the door.

      "Careful out there," Drew called back. A tiny, traitorous lilt slipped into his tone.

      "You too," Connor blurted out. He froze. "With the espresso machine, I mean." He gave a stiff wave and backed up to the door.

      Connor turned toward the exit, face still burning, and pushed the glass door open with entirely too much force. He pitched forward, stepping directly into the path of the man in a pitch black suit walking in.

      The collision was inevitable. Or, it should have been.

      The moment the police uniform registered in his eyes, the man's right hand blurred, darting inside his coat toward the pistol resting in his shoulder holster. He braced himself, ready to put two silenced rounds into the officer's chest and then Drew and himself, if he had to.

      "Whoa! My bad," Connor stammered, awkwardly catching himself on the doorframe. He offered a toothy grin.

      The man stared at Connor for just a microsecond. The assessment in his eyes was so cold it made the golden hairs on the back of Connor’s thick neck stand at attention.

      Realizing it wasn't a police ambush, just a clumsy cop holding a drip coffee, the man’s expression smoothed into an affable, polite smile. Without missing a beat, the man converted the lethal reflex into an adjustment of his lapel.

      "No harm done, Officer," he said smoothly. His voice wrapped around the vowels with a distinct Italian accent. He reached out and patted Connor's uniformed shoulder.

      "Right. Have a good one," Connor muttered, backing out onto the sidewalk traffic.

      Turning away, Danny's jaw tightened. "Imbecille," he muttered under his breath.

      He let his hand fall away from his jacket and strolled up to the counter with an easy gait. As smoothly as the predator had surfaced, the icy stare melted into a warm, crinkling smile.

      "Ciao, amore," Danny said. His voice was a resonant baritone.

      Drew whipped around. His cool facade shattered. His face lit up, all thoughts of the bumbling cop vanishing. "Danny! You’re back!"
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      Danny slid onto a stool at the far end of the espresso bar. In his pitch-black, classic-cut suit, crisp white shirt, and maroon silk tie, he looked out of place beside the display of vegan pastries, the hippies in worn-out jeans, and the neighborhood yuppies in their tech-bro vests.

      Drew leaned over the low counter. Danny reached out, his hand catching the back of Drew’s neck to pull him in for a long, warm kiss.

      "You look tired," Drew murmured under his breath, leaning into the grip.

      When Drew stepped back, Danny’s gaze dropped to the exposed skin below the vintage t-shirt. He growled softly in the back of his throat at the sculpted lines of Drew’s lean belly, the mouth-watering result of the barista’s religious Peloton routine.

      "Just clocked out, amore," Danny said. He had a heavy five o'clock shadow, and though his thick black hair mostly held its style, a few glossy locks had fallen onto his forehead. The exhausted, slightly undone effect made him impossibly handsome.

      "Did Rossi keep you driving all night again?" Drew asked softly.

      "A problem with the shipments," Danny sighed. His English roughened with fatigue, but his focus stayed on Drew's mouth. "He had me running from San Jose up to Rincon Hill until four in the morning to handle his affairs. I swear to you, amore, this job is murder."

      Drew stepped back to pull a fresh shot. The compact muscles in his arms flexed as he worked the portafilter. He served the espresso in a proper ceramic demitasse, knowing how Danny felt about drinking from paper, and set it down alongside a tiny silver spoon and a small glass of sparkling water.

      "You need to unionize, Danny. I'm serious. Expecting his driver to be on-call twenty-four hours a day without overtime? Making you drive all over the Bay Area in the middle of the night just because he can't manage his own schedule? It's textbook worker exploitation."

      "I will keep that in mind," Danny smiled, taking the tiny cup.

      He took a sip of the espresso, turning his gaze toward the front window where the squad car had just pulled away from the curb. His tone stayed light. "Speaking of murder... the giant in the uniform. Does he always stumble around like an idiot?"

      "Oh. Him?" Drew waved a hand dismissively. "Just a regular. Total disaster. Probably couldn't find his own flashlight in the dark."

      "He's police."

      "All Cops Are Bastards, Danny. ACAB," Drew said, leaning against the back counter. "They’re the militarized enforcement of the class and race-based caste system. They don't exist to protect people. They exist to protect capital."

      A few feet away, Carmen swiped down the POS screen. "Prosky is okay," she said, not looking up. "He reminds me of my abuelo. He's from a different era."

      Drew rolled his eyes. "Fine, fine. Prosky is the one exception. He’s a tired grandpa coasting till his pension. But the other guy? Complete tool of the surveillance state."

      Danny’s smile held, but his blue eyes darkened just a fraction. He didn't miss the faint flush on Drew's cheeks as he wiped down the espresso machine.

      "Right," Danny said. "Just a tool of the state."

      "I have to clear these tickets," Drew sighed, gesturing to the printer spitting out mobile orders. "Rest."

      Danny crossed one tailored leg over the other, the polished Italian leather of his oxfords gleaming under the cafe lights. It was his habit to read the local news to monitor his own handiwork, so it looked entirely natural when he opened a discarded copy of the San Francisco Chronicle.

      He flipped past the local politics, going straight for the Metro section. He scanned the columns until he landed on a breaking news alert: Venture Capitalist Slain in Rincon Hill Penthouse.

      He read the brief column. Authorities were baffled by the penthouse shooting, noting no signs of forced entry. But the second paragraph made Danny’s jaw tighten in irritation.

      The article stated that the lobby security guard had been “bludgeoned to death by the intruder during a frantic, prolonged struggle.”

      Danny frowned. Prolonged struggle? Bludgeoned?

      It was a profound insult. He had slipped the Kevlar garrote around the guard's neck, applying the torque required to crush the larynx and block the carotids in one fluid motion. The man lost consciousness and was dead in seconds. Danny was an artist, not a street thug. To have his craftsmanship reduced to a clumsy brawl offended him on a visceral level.

      He took a slow, measured sip of his espresso to wash away the bad taste of the reporter's ignorance. "Dilettanti," he muttered under his breath.

      He pushed the insult from his mind and turned the page to the Arts & Culture section. A full-page advertisement caught his eye.

      Front and center was a blood-red poster for Verdi’s Otello at the San Francisco Opera House. The stylized artwork featured a man’s dark silhouette with his hands tightening around a woman’s throat. A delicate white handkerchief fluttered to the ground beneath them.

      A tragedy of consuming jealousy, ending in the lover's murder and the killer's suicide. A masterpiece.

      Danny had already chosen the mourning cellos of its final act for the day his double life finally caught up with him. It would be a flawless grand finale, taking Drew with him into the eternal dark.

      He took a final sip of his espresso and pushed the cup away on the tiled counter. He lowered the newspaper, letting it rest on his knee, and looked back across the cafe.

      Drew moved behind the espresso machine with effortless energy. He laughed at something a customer said, throwing his head back.

      Framed by the hissing steam, golden-brown ringlets tumbling onto his forehead, Drew looked like a Botticelli angel painted into a profane world. The contrast only made him breathtaking.

      Danny’s eyes softened into religious devotion. Drew was a masterpiece. Beautiful. Perfect. And most importantly, Drew was his.

      Whatever it took, however this all ended, he would make sure it stayed that way.
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      The warm, yellow light of the kitchenette illuminated Drew’s back as he stood at the small counter, chopping garlic and capers. His Mission District studio was a chaotic ecosystem of mismatched thrift-store and freecycled furniture. The bed, the kitchen, and the living area all shared the same cramped footprint.

      A gleaming commercial-grade espresso machine dominated the kitchen counter, and a pristine vintage Macintosh tube amplifier sat wired to the record player. They were "just because" gifts from Danny. He refused to let Drew live like a starving artist.

      Danny watched from the sagging mustard-yellow sofa. He had shed his suit jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his crisp white shirt, revealing thick, muscular forearms. He swirled a glass of Barolo as he admired the lean lines of Drew's back.

      When he’d arrived that afternoon, his first order of business was to secure his tools.

      While Drew prepped the dinner, Danny had moved to the dresser near the bed. Drew knew about the gun. He hated it. Why did an olive oil importer's driver need a firearm?

      Danny always smoothed over the argument, flashing the sleek 9mm and dismissing it with a charming smile as barely more than a toy.

      But Drew hated the sight of it. So, Danny’s first move was to unclip the shoulder holster and temporarily rest it on the dresser.

      The custom suppressor, the coiled Kevlar garrote, and the dead venture capitalist's burner phone, however, needed to disappear. He opened the drawer Drew had cleared out for his use. There, among his socks, boxers and undershirts, he slipped them into a dark leather toiletry bag and shoved it flush into the back corner of the drawer.

      His own condo across town was known to rival syndicates, and possibly the police. Drew’s apartment was off the books. And because Drew firmly believed in a partner's right to privacy, he would never snoop. Danny knew his sins were safe here.

      Drew wiped his hands on a dish towel and tossed it onto the counter, leaving the sauce to simmer on the stove. Dressed in soft gray sweatpants and a crop top, he walked over and dropped to his knees by the turntable, flipping through a milk crate of records.

      "I’m telling you, this one was a total steal," Drew said over his shoulder, pulling out a worn cardboard sleeve. "Three dollars. The cover is completely wrecked, but the vinyl is mint. I know you like the dramatic, European stuff."

      "I like what you like, amore," Danny murmured, taking a slow sip of the red wine. His eyes tracked the line of Drew’s spine.

      "Liar. You hated that Malcolm McLaren Fans album I played for you. I saw you wince," Drew laughed. He slipped the black vinyl onto the turntable. "But this is right in your wheelhouse. Pure old-school Italian drama."

      Drew lifted the needle and dropped it onto the outer groove.

      The speakers crackled to life. A moment later, the dark, brooding strings of Verdi’s Otello filled the tiny apartment. It was the opening of Act IV, a slow, mournful progression of cellos and basses, like a storm gathering in the dark.

      Danny froze. The Barolo stopped mid-swirl.

      The relaxed slump vanished from his posture. He set the wine glass on the coffee table with a sharp clink, reached across the space between the sofa and the turntable, and lifted the arm straight off the vinyl. The music cut to the abrupt hiss of dead air.

      "Drew," Danny said. His voice was thick with an emotion he couldn't hide.

      "I mean, I don't really know the story," Drew rambled on, oblivious as he turned around, the silence only just registering. "But the guy at the record store said it’s playing at the Opera House right now⁠—"

      "Amore, please."

      Drew looked at him. The intense ache in Danny's eyes made Drew's heart skip a beat.

      "Danny? Are you okay?" Drew leaned in, his fingers resting on the dark hair and tense muscle of Danny's forearm. "Did I do something wrong?"

      Danny exhaled a shaky breath, the tension leaving his shoulders. He leaned forward and held out his hands. "No, amore. Come here."

      Danny pulled him down onto his lap. He wrapped his arms around Drew's waist, burying his face in Drew's neck, breathing in the scent of him. He held him with a fierce, crushing grip that left Drew feeling safe, but also a little terrified, like a bird in a cage.

      "I am sorry," Danny murmured against his skin. "I didn’t mean to snap. That piece of music... it is very, very important to me."

      Drew softened, running his fingers through Danny's dark hair. "You don't have to explain. I won't play it again. I can throw it out."

      "No," Danny said. He pulled back just enough to look into Drew's eyes. His thumb traced Drew's cheekbone. "Don't throw it out. Put it away."

      He already carried the digital track on his phone, waiting for his final exit.

      "I want to save this record," Danny murmured.

      "Save it?" Drew asked, a confused smile on his lips. "For what?"

      Danny looked at the bright, beautiful young man in his arms. In his dark, fatalistic heart, he hoped they would never need it. But if they did, he was ready. "For us. For a special occasion."

      Drew let out a sudden guffaw at the Italian melodrama of it. He leaned down and kissed Danny. Their lips parted, tongues sliding together. Drew felt himself go hard, and felt Danny too, thick and straining against his tailored trousers.

      "Okay," Drew whispered against his lips, a little breathless. "We'll save it."

      Danny kissed him back, letting his mouth linger. The dark thoughts of their eventual death faded into a more immediate desire.

      His hands gripped Drew's hips, pushing him from his lap and pressing him back onto the velvet cushions. Danny shifted his weight between Drew's thighs, grinding against him.

      Drew’s legs instinctively wrapped around Danny's waist, their mouths opening fully as the hard ridge of his cock pressed through the thin fabric of Drew’s sweatpants. Danny’s fingers moved to release his belt and trousers, just as Drew impatiently pushed his own sweats down.
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      They didn't make it to the bed. Danny pressed Drew into the mustard-yellow cushions, swallowing his gasp. Drew’s hands tangled in Danny’s thick, black hair, then dropped to tug at the crisp white cotton of his shirt.

      Danny grinned, pulling back just enough to strip away Drew's crop top and sweats. When Danny stood to shed his own shirt and trousers, Drew let out a quiet, appreciative breath, his eyes drinking in the sight.

      Danny was compact. Thick across the chest and forearms, his abdomen defined by a dusting of dark hair. His silver Madonna medal caught the light against the dark hair of his sternum. His uncut cock stood up, slightly curved back toward his stomach, so dark it was almost purple.

      As he dropped back down, Drew’s hands mapped the topography of Danny’s back and ribs. His fingertips brushed a jagged scar below Danny's shoulder blade, then traced a thick, pale line near his hip. Danny had casually dismissed them months ago as old soccer injuries from a reckless youth in Naples.

      Drew was loud and stubbornly opinionated everywhere else. But here, pinned under Danny’s weight, he surrendered. He loved not having to fight. He loved not having to think.

      Danny positioned himself between Drew’s legs, grinding and humping against him. The blunt, velvety head of his cock pushed against Drew’s opening.

      "Just put it in," Drew breathed, his hips lifting impatiently. "Please, Danny."

      Danny pushed Drew’s hands over his head, pinning both wrists to the cushions with one hand. He spit a thick glob into his free palm, reaching down to stroke himself, slicking his hard, veiny length. He pressed the head of his cock against Drew’s hole.

      “Look at me.”

      Drew’s eyes locked on his. Danny pushed in, slow and steady, watching the sensation shift across Drew’s face.

      “Oh, fuck,” Drew exhaled, his bottom lip trembling.

      The way the head forced him open, the thick shaft following, the pressure of being filled so completely hit Drew hard. His mouth opened on a soundless gasp. Danny kept going until he was fully seated, hips flush. He held still, giving Drew time to adjust to the weight of him.

      "Così bello," Danny murmured, the Italian slipping out in the dark.

      He rolled his hips once, testing, and felt Drew clench around him.

      “Yeah.”

      Danny began to move in long, controlled strokes, the kind of movement that made every inch count from tip to root. The sofa creaked. Outside, a car hissed past on the wet street. Inside, the strikes of hips competed with the rolling boil of the pasta water from the kitchenette as the air grew heavy with the scent of simmering garlic and capers

      Danny shifted the angle of his hips and drove in deeper. The response was immediate. Drew’s back arched. A helpless noise punched out of him. Danny locked onto that angle and stayed there, fucking him with short, hard thrusts that hit the exact same place every time.

      “There,” he said, voice low and certain. “That’s the spot. Stay with me.”

      His free hand stayed braced beside Drew’s shoulder for leverage. The hand gripping Drew’s wrists never loosened. Drew’s legs locked around Danny’s thrusting hips, his heels on the hairy, sweaty small of his back.

      The only friction on Drew’s cock was the tight press of their stomachs, and the internal pressure of Danny grinding against his prostate.

      Drew’s thighs started to shake. His cock leaked a steady flow between them, untouched.

      “Danny—fuck—I’m⁠—”

      “I know.” Danny’s voice was rough but steady, like the thrusts of his hips. He leaned down until their faces were close, still holding Drew’s wrists pinned. “You’re going to cum just like this. No hands. Just me inside you.”

      Drew nodded frantically.

      Danny didn’t speed up. He didn’t need to. The same deep, precise strokes continued, each one dragging over the spot that made Drew’s eyes lose focus.

      Drew’s breath fractured. Drew’s wrists flexed uselessly under Danny’s grip. The tension in his body wound tighter until it snapped.

      Behind them, the pasta water boiled furiously. Tomato sauce popped and splattered over the lip of the pan, hitting the burner with a spitting hiss.

      Drew came hard. His untouched cock jumped between their stomachs, shooting thick spurts while his hole clenched around Danny. The sound he made was raw and open, almost shocked.

      Only then did Danny allow his own control to slip. His hips snapped faster, abandoning his measured pace to chase the friction and the clenching warmth of Drew's body. He drove forward with three more hard thrusts, as if trying to bury his whole self inside him, before hitting the hilt and cumming with a low, tortured groan.

      He pressed his face into Drew’s neck. The rough stubble scraped Drew's skin. His hips stayed pressed tight as he emptied himself, hitting his crescendo and fucking the last helpless shudders right out of Drew.

      For a long moment, Danny’s weight rested there. He released Drew's wrists slowly, then brought one of Drew’s hands down and kissed the inside of the wrist almost absently.

      He eased out carefully, leaving a gaping emptiness. Reaching blindly off the edge of the sofa, Danny caught the sleeve of his discarded white dress shirt. He used the expensive cotton to wipe the sticky mess from Drew’s belly, his hand soothing as the sweat began to cool on their bare skin.

      Drew scrambled up from the cushions, bare feet slapping as he bounded over to the stove. He quickly twisted the knobs, cutting the heat under the water and the scorching tomato sauce.

      When he turned back toward the living space, he paused.

      Danny was still lying back on the sofa. The dim light caught the pale scars along his ribs, and raised line curving near his hip.

      Drew padded across the room and crawled back onto the cushions, curling comfortably against Danny's side. His fingers found the long scar along Danny’s ribs and traced it with lazy, post-orgasm softness.

      “Remind me never to play soccer with you,” he murmured. “You play way too rough.”

      Danny’s mouth curved against his skin. “Something like that, amore.”

      He pulled Drew fully against him on the narrow sofa, one heavy arm draped protectively over his waist.

      Outside, the city kept moving. Inside, the neglected sauce filled the studio with the scent of burning tomatoes. Inside, Danny stayed alert long after Drew’s breathing evened into drowsy comfort. Danny stared up at the cracked plaster, listening to his boy’s heartbeat. He pulled Drew a fraction of an inch closer, into his shadow. Flawless.
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      The puttanesca had been salvaged, though the sauce tasted slightly of charred tomatoes. Sitting cross-legged on the mustard-yellow velvet sofa, neither of them cared.

      Drew picked at his plate. The energy of the frantic sex settled into a cozy glow. Danny lounged beside him in his trousers, unbuttoned, the belt hanging open, legs spread wide. His chest was bare and the silver Madonna medal rested against the dark hair, catching the light. His five o'clock shadow was noticeably heavier than it had been earlier, and his glossy hair was out of place. His forearm rested across Drew’s waist, his thumb dragging along the pale line of Drew’s hip.

      Drew’s free hand drifted up. His fingertips traced the jagged scar curving that disappeared into Danny's boxers.

      "I still can't believe a soccer cleat did this," Drew murmured.

      Danny’s thumb paused on Drew's waist. He took a slow sip of his Barolo and wiped his lips with his tongue. His icy eyes darkened.

      "Naples is a hard city, amore," Danny answered. "The boys I grew up with... we did not play for sport. We played to survive. You learned very quickly that if you wanted to keep something, you have to fight for it. The world is ugly. It is violent. That is why, when you find something beautiful, you must lock it away to keep it safe from the mud."

      “Naples? I thought you said Rome.”

      Danny waved off the question. "That is why I am so protective of what is mine."

      Drew flushed, a mix of affection and unease settling in his stomach. He looked away at the window. "Well... speaking of beautiful things. I was looking at that empty corner over there. I think I want to set up an easel. Get back into oils."

      Danny reached out and brushed a golden-brown ringlet off Drew's forehead. "You are already an artist," he said. "Everything you touch is beautiful."

      Drew pushed the pasta back and forth in his plate. “Like this?” He held up a messy forkful, smiling, though his brow furrowed slightly. "Thanks. But pulling espresso isn't exactly a lasting medium. I think if I actually focus, I could put something together. Carmen said she'd let me hang a few pieces in the cafe, just to see if they sell."

      Danny’s smile remained in place as he set his wine glass on the coffee table with a soft, controlled clink.

      "I don't buy it," Danny said.

      Drew blinked, his fork stalling hallways to his mouth. "You don't buy what?"

      "That you need to stress yourself with the opinions of strangers." Danny shifted his weight, pulling Drew against his chest. His hand slid up Drew's bare back, a comforting, immovable weight. "You are incredibly gifted, Drew. If you painted, your work would be magnificent. I have no doubt of that. But to hang your art in a coffee shop? Above the pastry case for people to ignore while they wait for their coffee? To give pieces of your talent to people who will never understand your worth? That is completely beneath you, amore."

      "It's not about them, it's about me wanting to do it," Drew tried to explain, though his voice had already lost some of its bounce. "I just want to have a project. Something that’s just mine."

      He waited, hoping Danny would soften. Instead, the hand at the nape of his neck stayed firm, the thumb stroking in that same gentle, inescapable rhythm.

      "But why tire yourself out for a world that does not deserve it?" Danny asked. His baritone was heavy and certain. "You work too hard on your feet all day as it is. You do not need to exhaust yourself trying to hustle paintings to people who do not appreciate you, Drew. I provide for you. I pay for the gym, I buy the groceries. I take care of everything you need. You do not need to prove your talent to anyone else."

      Danny's fingers tightened slightly against the nape of Drew's neck. "If you must have a project, keep it as a beautiful idea in your mind. Like Turandot."

      Drew looked at him, slightly confused. "That’s an opera?"

      "Puccini’s final masterpiece," Danny said. "He died before he could complete the final act. After his death, lesser men tried to finish it for him. They tried to force a… mundane resolution so the masses could consume it. But at the premiere, the conductor refused to play the fake ending. He stopped the orchestra exactly where Puccini's pen had stopped, laid down his baton, and told the audience the truth: Here, the opera ends."

      Danny leaned in, his voice dropping deeper into his chest. "It is all the more exquisite because the true masterpiece remained untouched by the clumsy hands of strangers. It leaves everything to the imagination. You do not need to finish a canvas to be perfect, Drew. You do not need to offer it up to a crowd that will ruin it. You can simply leave it as it is."

      Drew stared at the cooling pasta on his plate. The spark to paint, to reclaim his oils, fizzled out, smothered by the velvet blanket of Danny's devotion. He thought about pushing back, arguing, but the weight of Danny's gaze made it impossible. It was easier to surrender.

      "Yeah," Drew whispered, his shoulders dropping. "I guess you're right."

      "Esatto," Danny murmured. He kissed the side of Drew's head. He pulled him a fraction of an inch closer, wrapping him in his warmth..

      "Mangia, amore. Eat."
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      Across the city, the fluorescent lights in the SFPD Central Station bullpen buzzed like a drill against Officer Connor Gallagher’s temples.

      The day shift had clocked out hours ago, but Connor sat at his cramped metal desk. His collar was loose, the sleeves of his navy shirt rolled up his forearms. At six-foot-four and farmboy big, he had a way of making standard-issue police desks look like kindergarten furniture.

      He pressed his thumbs into his eyes until he saw stars. He leaned forward, blinking his eyes open and refocusing on the crime scene photos.

      The homicide detectives officially ran the Rincon Hill case. They weren’t interested in input from twenty-five-year-old patrol cops. But as one of the first on the scene that morning, Connor couldn't let it go. He’d seen plenty of violence in his two years on the force, with gang turf wars, botched robberies, domestic disputes. Those were messy with panic, rage, and sloppiness.

      The scene in the penthouse was different. It was orderly. Cold. Composed.

      The slugs recovered from the victim by the medical examiner were 9mm, but not standard issue. They were 147-grain hollow-points, custom-loaded to be subsonic and guarantee silence. You didn't buy those at a sporting goods store. And because they  required a perfectly placed shot to drop a target instantly. The killer was surgically precise.

      He set the photo down and picked up the next: the lobby security guard.

      The department’s PR liaison fed the morning news crews a fake story, claiming the guard had been bludgeoned to death in a prolonged struggle. It was a standard protocol, creating “holdback evidence “ to keep the true cause of death out of the press. It helped to weed out the crazy people who always tried to confess to potential high-profile murders.

      But Connor saw the body before the coroner bagged it. There was no struggle. No overturned furniture. No defensive wounds on the guard’s hands. Just a thin ligature mark slicing deep into the man’s neck.

      "Judging by the micro-abrasions, we're looking at a tactical Kevlar cord," the coroner had noted over the body. "Usually, a ligature means asphyxiation. It takes a couple of minutes. It's messy. This guy didn't wait to choke him out. He torqued the cord with enough force to crush the larynx and completely occlude the carotid arteries. The sudden loss of blood flow to the brain caused immediate unconsciousness, and the pressure on the carotid sinus triggered a vagal shock that stopped his heart. The guard was dead in seconds. Whoever did this wasn’t just a pro. This is someone who took pride in the work.”

      By the end of the morning Homicide was already calling the killer The Ghost.

      Connor stared at his blank computer screen, trying to picture the mechanics of the kill. He imagined a faceless shadow stepping up from behind. The swift loop of the cord, followed by the sudden, violent jerk backward. He could almost see the assassin's forearms bunching, hear the exhale of breath through gritted teeth as the torque applied.

      He shuddered, rubbing a hand over his own throat. What a way to go.

      "Gallagher," a gravelly voice sighed.

      Connor jumped, his heart hitting his ribs. His partner, Officer Stan Prosky, stood by the cubicle partition in a civilian jacket, dangling his keys.

      "Go home, kid," Prosky grunted. "You’re going to burn a hole through those glossies."

      "Just reviewing my preliminary report against the scene photos, Stan," Connor said, tapping the ballistics page. "Look at this. The rounds are custom subsonic. And the guard? No struggle. This guy bypassed a state-of-the-art system and vanished. He didn't leave a hair."

      Prosky offered a tired smile that deepened the lines around his eyes. "Which means it’s a professional hit. Cartel, syndicate, corporate fixer. That’s way above our paygrade."

      Prosky reached out and flipped the folder closed, hiding the photos from view. "You start looking for boogeymen, you’ll never sleep. Let Homicide chase The Ghost. You have to pace yourself in this job, or it’ll eat you alive. Go home."

      "Yes, sir," Connor said quietly.

      As Prosky ambled toward the exit, Connor sighed, leaning back in his creaking chair.

      Prosky’s advice sounded like standard, senior cop wisdom. But it didn't settle the unease in Connor’s gut.

      His eyes drifted from the manila folder to the paper coffee cup on the corner of his desk. It was still full from the morning, with a "C" scrawled in black marker on the side.

      The order had been just a ruse to get it handed to him by the cute barista. Drew.

      Connor couldn't help the small, dopey smile that spread on his lips.

      He loved Drew's vintage band t-shirts and the tunes he played to get through the morning rush. He loved the way he rolled his eyes. He even loved the mile-a-minute rants about the collapse of late-stage capitalism. Connor only understood about half the theory Drew was throwing around, but he loved the way Drew looked delivering it—flushed, indignant, and so alive.

      Connor knew Drew had to hate the uniform. He didn’t have to say it. His deliberate looks away did that, and the way his ears went pink when he handed Connor his coffee.

      But there was something so beautifully bright about Drew. The exact opposite of the cold death sitting in the manila folder.

      He just had to figure out how to ask Drew out without triggering a lecture on the militarized enforcement of class boundaries.

      Maybe I'll bake something, Connor thought.

      Connor stress-baked. It was therapy after a brutal shift. He made a pretty good banana bread. Maybe tomorrow, on his day off, he could go into the cafe in plainclothes. A nice, soft sweater instead of Kevlar. He could bring a slice as a peace offering. Something sweet to prove that underneath the badge, he wasn't a total bastard.

      He grabbed the hidden manila folder, tapping the edges against the desk to straighten the stack, before sliding the case files into his locked drawer.

      The Ghost was out there somewhere.

      But so was Drew.

      Connor grabbed his jacket and headed for the exit. He needed to stop at the grocery store on the way home to pick up some millet.
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      When the morning rush at the Mission District cafe finally broke, Drew began to wipe down the chrome steam wand of the espresso machine. He was wearing a faded Siouxsie and the Banshees t-shirt and humming along to Erasure’s A Little Respect drifting from the overhead speakers.

      The bell above the glass door jingled.

      "Be right with you," Drew called out. He tossed the damp rag into the bin beneath the counter and turned.

      He stopped short.

      Standing on the other side of the pastry case was the giant. The cop. Only he wasn't a cop today. The dark navy uniform was gone, along with the utility belt and the badge that always made Drew want to roll his eyes and quote Isabel Wilkerson.

      Instead, he wore a thick, forest-green cable-knit sweater pushed up to the elbows, a pair of worn raw denim jeans, and a canvas messenger bag strapped diagonally across his chest.

      Stripped of the police gear, his face looked even more boyish. His short red-gold hair was a little messy, contrasting with his pale, blond eyebrows and mossy green eyes. With his massive hands and broad shoulders, he looked less like an agent of a repressive state and more like an overgrown, anxious farmboy.

      "Morning," Connor said, his cheeks going ruddy.

      Drew crossed his arms, clinging to his usual prickly armor. "You're out of uniform, Officer."

      Connor offered a small, lopsided smile. "It's my day off."

      "I'm afraid we don't give the law enforcement discount when you're in civilian clothes," Drew deadpanned.

      Connor let out a short laugh. "That's okay. I didn't come to buy anything." He reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a neat, parchment-wrapped package. He set it on the pick-up counter and slid it across to Drew. "I made this for you."

      Drew looked from the package to Connor's face, skepticism warring with curiosity. "What is this? Evidence? A bribe?"

      "A peace offering," Connor corrected softly. He shifted his weight, looking shy for a massive man who ordinarily carried a loaded Glock on his hip. "I know I come in here a lot. And I know you're not a fan of the badge. I just wanted to prove that underneath the uniform, I'm not a total bastard."

      Drew raised an eyebrow. His fingers caught the edge of the paper and pulled it back. The smell hit him instantly, warm, sweet, spiced with cinnamon and browned butter.

      Inside sat a thick slab of dark cake.

      "It's buckwheat banana bread," Connor explained, his voice pitching up as he watched Drew inspect it. "I folded in toasted millet and baked it with extra bananas on top to caramelize, and... so, yeah."

      Drew stared at it. It was, undeniably, a work of art. The caramelized bananas on top were sticky, golden perfection. And when he looked closely at the dark, dense slice of the buckwheat crumb, the tiny, white grains of millet looked like a constellation of little stars suspended in the night sky.

      "You baked this?" Drew asked, looking up. "Like, from scratch?"

      "Yeah," Connor said. "But if you don’t want it, you can throw it away. Or throw it at me. I'm a pretty big target. You probably won't miss."

      Drew couldn't help the small laugh that slipped out like a startled bird. He broke off a corner of the dark slice, making sure to catch some of the sticky caramelized banana.

      When he bit into it, the crunch of the millet against the soft, rich buckwheat and the deep, buttery sweetness of the banana was perfect.

      Drew closed his eyes. For a moment, his anti-authoritarian resolve melted on his tongue.

      "Oh, fuck," he conceded, chewing slowly. "That is entirely unfair. You can't just weaponize banana bread to bypass my ideological boundaries."

      Connor’s smile widened, lighting up his whole face. He took a breath, his chest expanding beneath the green sweater. He looked down at his hands, then met Drew's eyes directly, focusing all his nervous energy.

      "I was wondering," Connor started. "If... well, if you aren't involved with anyone right now... I'd really love to take you out. For a drink, or dinner. Or coffee… I guess you have that. Or, like, whatever."

      Drew froze. His heart gave a strange, unexpected flutter.

      Danny had left early that morning, kissing Drew’s forehead in the dark and whispering something about Mr. Rossi’s trip to Seattle.

      Danny was thrilling. Gorgeous. Dark and dramatic. But standing there in the morning light, looking at this giant farmboy of a cop... Drew felt a sudden, intense craving for something more like banana bread.

      "No," Drew heard himself say. His voice stayed remarkably steady. "No, I'm not involved at all."

      At the end of the counter, Carmen raised an eyebrow and turned her back to them. She found the tip jar fascinating and began counting out one-dollar bills.

      Every line of her posture screamed, I am minding my own business.

      Drew ignored her. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the counter, and gave Connor a challenging smirk. "I get off at two on Friday. But I have a spin class after. We can meet at El Rio at seven. But you're buying the drinks, Gallagher. To redistribute the taxpayer wealth of your salary."

      Connor beamed, looking like he had just won the lottery. "It’s not exactly wealth. But deal. Seven o'clock."

      He backed away from the counter, smiling like a complete idiot, eyes locked on Drew. He pushed open the glass door and stepped backward onto the busy Mission District sidewalk, directly into the path of a bicyclist and a woman carrying two bags of groceries.

      There was a loud clatter, a yelp, and the frantic ringing of a bicycle bell.

      Connor's voice carried through the glass. "Oh fuck, sorry. So sorry, ma'am⁠—"

      Drew watched the massive cop wave his hands in apology, steady the woman, and pick up a dropped apple before speed-walking away. His ears burned bright red against his hair.

      Drew watched him go, a reluctant smile breaking across his face.

      "Not involved at all?" Carmen's voice cut through the overhead music. "Girl."

      Drew’s smile vanished. He turned to face Carmen, deeply aware of the trouble he had just invited into his life.
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      The CLOSED sign faced the street. Carmen stood by the front window, drawing the blinds against the late-afternoon sun. She turned and rested her hands on her hips. When she spoke, her voice carried through the empty front of the cafe.

      "Not involved at all," she repeated. "Girl, you are playing a dangerous game.”

      Drew winced, shooting a look toward the swinging doors at the rear. "Keep it down," he hissed. "The baker’s still in the back."

      Carmen lowered her voice, but the edge remained. “You’ve got a fine-looking brooding boyfriend who pays for your fancy gym membership, and you’re batting your eyelashes at a beat cop who looks like Lucky Charms after he discovered free weights."

      Drew tossed his damp sponge into the sink and leaned against the counter. “He made buckwheat banana bread with little millet stars baked into it. What was I supposed to do? Say, 'Sorry, Officer, I'm currently dating a driver for a North Beach olive oil importer?’ I never even said I was exclusive with Danny. He just… assumed."

      Carmen rested her elbows on the bartop. "Okay. We listen and we don't judge. But…”

      "No, no buts," Drew groaned, hitting his forehead with the heel of his hand.

      “But I see the way Danny looks at you," Carmen pressed on, ignoring Drew’s dramatics. "That is a possessive man. And now you're out here flirting with local law enforcement? This is a powder keg."

      Drew’s jaw tightened. He looked down at the stainless steel counter of the pickup bar, his reflection warped in the polished surface.

      "Danny is really intense," Drew admitted. "When he’s with me, it’s... overwhelming. I like him. I swear I do. But it's juuuuust like... it's not love, exactly."

      "Intensity isn't safety," Carmen said. "Take it from me. And possessive men don't like to share."

      "You make him sound dangerous," Drew insisted, waving a dismissive hand. "He cries when he listens to opera. He had a literal nervous breakdown when I tried to add peas to carbonara. He couldn't hurt a fly if he wanted. And Connor is just a guy who bakes and trips over his own giant feet trying to walk out a door. It's just one drink."

      "You can't trust men," Carmen said, stating it like a law of physics. "Not the ones in cheap suits, not the ones in fancy suits who carry little pistols, and certainly not the ones carrying badges and big pistols. When things go sideways—and they always go sideways—a man protects his own ego first."

      Drew opened his mouth to argue, but Carmen held up a hand, cutting him off. She turned, walked to her oversized canvas tote on the back counter, and unzipped it.

      "Look," she muttered, rummaging through the depths of the bag. "I took that trans self-defense collective workshop in SoMa last month. I learned about situational awareness and pressure points. How to carry gear that actually equalizes the playing field."

      She pulled her hand out and slapped a piece of dark metal onto the counter. Matte-black brass knuckles.

      "First of all, you take these," Carmen instructed. "If that man grabs you where you don’t want to be grabbed, you hit him right in the nuts. Do not hesitate."

      Drew stared. "Carmen⁠—"

      Before he could finish, she reached back into the bag and pulled out a second item, tossing it across the counter. It landed with a plastic clatter next to the knuckles.

      It was a compact device wrapped in a textured rubber grip, two blunt metal prongs protruding from the top. Small enough to fit in the palm of Drew’s hand.

      "Oh my god, what is this?" Drew asked, squinting at it.

      "It's a high-voltage stun gun," Carmen answered. "See that safety switch on the side? You flick it up with your thumb, press the prongs right into the chest or guts or balls, and you hold the trigger down. Do not just tap it. You hold it until they drop."

      Drew stared at the weapon, mildly horrified.

      Before he could process it, Carmen reached into the bag a third time and pulled out a tall, hot-pink aerosol canister. "Now, this is bear mace. It sprays up to thirty feet and⁠—"

      "Okay, enough, enough," Drew interrupted, holding up both hands and shaking his head. "I am not taking bear mace to a dive bar, Carmen."

      She narrowed her eyes, evaluating his resistance, then tossed the canister back into her bag with a huff.

      "Fine," Carmen said, zipping her bag back up. "But you keep the other two. You're too pretty for your own good. Keep them in your pockets."

      Drew let out a dry huff. He picked up the stun gun and turned it over in his palm. "Carmen, I'm a barista. I steam oat milk and talk about vinyl. Who am I going to need to tase?"

      "The world is bigger than this cafe," Carmen said, grabbing a spray bottle and a microfiber cloth from beneath the register. "And men are unpredictable. You take that with you, or I'm giving you the worst shifts for the next six months."

      Drew scoffed, rolling his eyes. But his fingers closed around the grip. He checked the safety switch, slid the stun gun into one pocket of his jeans, and slipped the brass knuckles into the other.

      "Fine," Drew muttered, though a reluctant smile tugged at his mouth. "Paranoia looks good on you."

      "It keeps me alive," Carmen shot back, stopping mid-wipe on the espresso machine. "I just beg of you, don't do anything stupid on your date with the cop."

      Drew stood there for a long moment. “It’s just a drink. What can go wrong?”

      Carmen let out a heavy sigh and shook her head. “Drew, sometimes the dolls have to protect themselves.”
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      By the bottom of his second IPA, Drew had forgotten the stun gun resting in his jacket pocket.

      Out on the back patio of El Rio, the night was clear. String lights cast a warm glow over the crowded picnic tables under the dark San Francisco sky. Despite himself, Drew was relaxed.

      They had been sitting near the back for over an hour, clicking with a heady ease.

      Connor leaned forward, his forearms resting on the table as he laughed at Drew’s story about a disastrous espresso machine malfunction. He wore a soft, grey thermal henley that stretched tight across his chest. The red-gold hair on his head and at his exposed collarbone caught the light of the overhead bulbs.

      "Okay, so I survived the initial interrogation," Connor said, tracing the condensation on his pint glass. "Tell me something else. Tell me about the music. You're always playing something incredible at the cafe. Like, you had Town Called Malice on the other day and⁠—”

      “You know The Jam?” Drew asked, mouth open. It was like finding a talking dog.

      “Yeah. Who doesn’t? They’re great.”

      Drew leaned back. His usual defensive armor dropped a dizzying fraction, like missing a step on the way down. "Yeah. So… I dropped out of art school a few years ago. I wanted to paint, but the whole program just pushed us toward screens. Everyone staring at iPads, fighting over AI-generated art. I hated it. I want things to be real. Like… things you can touch."

      He took a sip of his beer, noticing the mossy green of the cop’s eyes as he traced the rim of the glass. "Like record players. The eighties was like the last hurrah of the real album experience. Twelve-inch discs and everything. There's an intention to spinning an original press of a real record. You have to pick it, handle it, drop the needle by hand, and listen to the crackle of the vinyl. You can’t just skip it with a click. Even when you put it away, you have to treat it right. You just don't get that from an algorithm shoving a playlist at you."

      "I get the intention part," Connor said. "You have to actively choose to sit and listen to it." He tilted his head, offering an easy shrug. "But I don't know if I agree about the iPads and digital stuff. A few years ago, when my gram couldn't get around anymore, my brothers and I bought her an iPad. It let her track down all these old favorites she hadn't heard in years. Songs she literally couldn't find on physical media anymore. Sometimes accessibility is just as important as intention."

      Drew blinked, even more surprised.

      It was a far cry from dinners with Danny. Danny never disagreed with him. Danny agreed with everything Drew said, even if he didn’t really. Drew could suggest they eat a handful of rocks for dinner, and Danny would just say, I like what you like. Connor was just an earnest giant of a man actually engaging with him.

      "Okay, your turn," Drew said, conceding the point. He rested his chin on his hand. "How does a guy who bakes buckwheat banana bread end up wearing a badge and a gun in San Francisco?"

      Connor rubbed the back of his neck. A flush crept up to his pale blonde eyebrows. "I grew up in Petaluma. Four older brothers, all of them loud. I’m the baby of the family⁠—”

      “You’re the baby?”

      “I’m the baby. And I was homeschooled."

      Drew physically recoiled, his nose wrinkling in a wince.

      "By super granola hippies!" Connor added quickly, holding his hands up in defense with a booming laugh. "I promise. Not the weird compound kind. The 'we raise our own chickens and compost everything' kind. We didn't have much money, but my grandmother lived with us. She taught me how to bake."

      His expression sobered. His gaze dropped to the table for a moment before meeting Drew's eyes directly. "As for the badge... I know what people think about the police. Believe me, my parents were horrified when I went to the academy. I know the system is broken. But I grew up wanting to protect people. I figured the only way to make the department better was to get inside it and try to be one of the good ones. Even if it's just on my specific beat, on my specific shift. You know?"

      Drew stared at him. “You know how the saying actually goes, right? A few bad apples spoil the whole barrel.”

      “I know,” Connor said, holding his gaze without flinching.

      "You're ridiculous," Drew whispered, but there was no bite to it at all.

      Connor smiled. He reached across the table, his hand covering Drew’s. His thumb brushed over Drew’s knuckles. "I'm really glad you said yes to this, Drew."

      Drew sat back and inhaled deeply. “No offense, but me too.”

      Inside the bar, someone fed a few quarters into the rusty jukebox, and the opening chords of Squeeze’s Tempted drifted faintly out over the patio speakers.

      Two hours later, the temperature had dropped, leaving the clear night air crisp.

      They walked side-by-side down Valencia Street. Their arms brushed with almost every step, Drew's shoulder bumping against Connor's bicep. When they reached the stoop of Drew’s apartment building, the conversation died down. The streetlights flickered overhead, casting long shadows against the brick.

      Connor shoved his hands deep into his pockets. He looked down at his boots, suddenly looking like a shy giant again.

      "Well," he said, his voice dropping lower. "I should let you get upstairs. I had a really, really great time, Drew."

      He took a half-step back, preparing to say goodnight and retreat into the cold so he didn't overstep.

      Drew looked at him.

      He knew this was a terrible idea. He knew Carmen would murder him. She had spent all that time warning him about the danger of men, about how they always protected their own egos when things went sideways. But she had failed to warn him about the very real danger that he might actually like this giant, earnest cop.

      "Hey, Gallagher," Drew said, stepping up onto the first step of the stoop so they were closer to eye level.

      Connor stopped, his green eyes turning up in the dim light. "Yeah?"

      "I've got an original UK 12-inch pressing of Tears for Fears’ Head Over Heels upstairs," Drew said, biting his bottom lip. "You can come up and listen to it. If you want."

      Connor’s hands came out of his pockets and a small grin spread on his face.

      "I would love that," he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TEN

          

          
            TINY STARS

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor’s charcoal henley hit the floor somewhere near the hanging pothos. Drew’s Siouxsie shirt landed on the turntable. Jeans, belt, and underwear scattered from the front door to the edge of the mattress, like evidence of a crime they were both desperate to commit.

      By the time they hit the bed, they were mostly naked and breathing hard. Connor dropped back, making the old mattress groan. He tossed his last sock over his shoulder as he shifted backward and reached for the bedside lamp cord to pull it off.

      Drew’s hand shot out and caught his thick wrist.

      “Leave it on,” Drew said, breathless. “I want to see you.”

      Connor swallowed and let his arm drop. He leaned back on his locked elbows, looking up.

      The light showed everything. A broad chest dusted with soft red-gold hair, a few faded scars, veins standing out along his biceps and forearms. Lower down, his belly had a soft, grounding curve, just a little doughy. His cock stood straight up, thick and pale against his stomach, nested in that same red-gold hair.

      Connor flushed deep red. “I’m going on a diet,” he mumbled. “Tomorrow. I swear.”

      Drew reached down. His fingers grazed the soft curve of that belly before wrapping around Connor's cock. He gave it one slow, deliberate stroke.

      “Don’t you dare,” Drew said.

      Connor’s breath hitched against the dry friction. “Fuck. Your hand… fuck.”

      When Drew reached over to the bedside table, Connor’s eyes dragged upward, taking him in. Drew was lithe in the amber light, all long lines and compact muscle. A faint dark trail of hair ran down the center of his abs, fanning into his dark pubes. His cock was smaller than Connor’s, cut, but a good handful. His golden-brown ringlets stuck to his forehead from the sweat and the kissing. Connor stared, as if trying to memorize every inch.

      Drew caught him looking. His hand paused over the bottle of lube.

      Connor swallowed, his massive hands resting nervously on the sheets. "I should tell you," he mumbled, his voice dropping to a shy rumble. "I haven't... done this a lot. I mean, hardly at all."

      The confession was so vulnerable that it stripped the frantic energy from the room, leaving something warmer behind. A fierce, protective tug pulled at Drew's chest.

      "Hey," he said, leaning down to press a reassuring kiss to the corner of Connor's mouth. "That's okay. Just follow my lead."

      He grabbed the bottle, squirted the lube, and slicked Connor’s cock with messy, confident strokes.

      “I want to ride you,” he said.

      Connor’s eyes went wide. “Sure,” he answered casually, as if Drew had just asked if he wanted room for cream in his coffee.

      Drew smirked, pushing against Connor’s chest until he collapsed back against the pillows. Drew rose up, swung a leg over to straddle those pale thighs, lined him up, and started to sink down.

      The entry was thick and breathtaking. Drew had to pause halfway, laughing a little at how full he already felt. Connor stared up at him, mouth open, like he was unsure of what to do with his own luck.

      “Okay?” Connor managed, voice strained.

      “Very okay,” Drew choked out. He sank the rest of the way, and both made the exact same punched-out sound. “Fuck. You’re huge.”

      Connor’s laugh came out broken. “I’m sorry⁠—”

      “Don’t apologize.”

      Drew rolled his hips, testing to get the angle right. He watched Connor’s eyelids flutter and adjusted until the cockhead hit exactly right, then started to ride.

      He braced his hands on Connor’s freckled shoulders for leverage, rising and dropping in a rolling rhythm that made the old bedframe creak. Beneath him, Connor’s core locked. He thrust upward in short strokes, meeting the downward slide. His big hands lifted from the mattress to slide up Drew’s sides, thumbs brushing his ribs, grazing his nipples, then dropping to grip his ass and pull him down harder.

      Connor’s frame suddenly went rigid. His eyes flew open.

      “Wait, wait, wait—” he croaked. His hands locked tight on Drew’s hips, stopping him mid-bounce. “Cramp! Cramp!”

      Drew froze, awkwardly suspended above him. “What? Where?”

      “Hamstring,” Connor groaned, as his face went full cardinal red. He straightened his leg out across the sheets, wincing. “Oh, man, I’m so sorry. Just, hnh, gimme two seconds.” He let out a shaky breath, rubbed the back of his thigh, then grabbed Drew’s ass and hauled him closer. “Yeah. Okay. Please continue.”

      Drew laughed at the sheer absurdity, but the new angle put the head of his cock exactly where it needed to be to make Drew's eyelids fill with tiny stars.

      “Oh my god,” he gasped.

      With Danny, sex was beautiful but controlled, an assignment Danny already knew he would ace. This was loud and improvised and completely unchoreographed. Connor was vocal, present, and obsessed with how good Drew felt.

      “Fuck, look at you—” Connor gasped. Sweat beaded at his hairline as Drew rode him harder.

      Drew leaned down and kissed him, wet and messy, maintaining the rhythm. Connor kissed back like he was trying to breathe him in. One huge hand came up. Connor spat into his palm, slid it between them, and wrapped his thick fingers around Drew’s cock. He stroked in time with Drew's hips.

      The dual sensation of being so full, worked by that big warm hand, pushed Drew to the edge.

      The rattling bed slammed into the nightstand. A stack of books hit the floor. Neither of them stopped.

      “I got you,” Connor said, his voice wrecked and joyful. His free hand steadied Drew’s lower back as the pace turned frantic. “Come on. Cum on me. I want to feel it.”

      “Fuck me—fuck me⁠—”

      Connor thrust up hard. His green eyes squeezed shut as the orgasm caught him by surprise. He went even harder inside Drew, emptying in long, stuttering pulses with a low groan.

      The sudden pressure tipped Drew over the edge. He made a harsh, croaking sound as his body locked up. He shot through Connor’s fist and all over that ruddy chest and stomach, catching in the red-gold hair.

      Drew slowed and held on to Connor’s shoulders while the aftershocks shook through him. His hole clenched and released until he slumped forward, panting against the cop’s neck.

      Connor’s arms wrapped around him, holding him close and tight against the hard thumps of his heart.

      A long time later, the room was quiet except for a distant siren somewhere out in the Mission.

      Drew pushed up and off. There was a loud, unsexy schlorck as they separated, followed by Drew freezing mid-movement with a wince.

      “Ow—wait. I think I’m glued to your stomach hair.”

      Connor blinked, looking down at the sticky disaster covering his torso. He let out a booming, chest-deep laugh.

      “Well,” he grinned, eyes crinkling in the lamplight. “I did say I wanted to feel it.”
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      After an ungraceful, laughing trip to the cramped bathroom to unstick themselves with a warm washcloth, they climbed back into bed. A sleepy quiet fell over the studio.

      Connor lay flat on his back, taking up more than half the mattress. His spent cock rested in a thick nest of red-gold hair. He reached down to absentmindedly cup his balls, a thoughtless gesture that made Drew’s chest ache with an unexpected fondness.

      Drew shifted, curling against Connor’s broad side. He threw one bare leg over the giant’s thick thigh to anchor himself and began tracing patterns into the dusting of hair on Connor's chest.

      Connor’s eyes wandered around the small room, taking in the crooked framed album covers, the chaotic mess of freecycled furniture Drew had dragged out of neighborhood dumpsters, and the milk crates filled with vinyl acting as makeshift end tables.

      "Hey, you said you went to art school," Connor rumbled. His voice vibrated against Drew's cheek. "Where's all your art?"

      Drew’s stomach tightened.

      "It’s... beneath me," Drew said sarcastically, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

      "What?" Connor asked. He lifted his head from the pillow, his pale blonde eyebrows furrowing in confusion.

      "I mean under me," Drew recovered quickly, his face flushing. "Under the bed."

      He untangled himself from Connor's warmth, rolled to the edge of the mattress, and hung his head upside down. The space beneath the bed was a chaotic graveyard of old Doc Martens, a broken space heater, and tangled charging cords. He grabbed the handle of a battered black portfolio and dragged it out into the light.

      "I haven't painted in a while," Drew mumbled, hauling the binder onto the mattress between them, unzipping it. He flipped past the first few protective sheets, suddenly feeling very exposed. "I don't really have the setup for it here. But I was thinking about buying some fresh canvases. Getting back into oils."

      Connor shifted onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow to look at the pages.

      "This old stuff is mostly just bad rip-offs of the artists I actually liked," Drew rambled nervously. His fingers hovered over a textured canvas board, a moody, high-contrast portrait of a stranger he’d seen on the Muni, rendered in heavy impasto strokes. "I was trying way too hard to channel Francis Bacon. It came out all wrong."

      Connor didn't say anything. He just stared at the canvas, his thick fingertips tracing the heavy ridges of oil paint.

      "Drew, are you kidding me?" he breathed, looking up. "This is amazing. You can practically feel the texture just looking at it. It feels so alive."

      Drew swallowed, his cheeks burning. "You think?"

      "You're incredibly talented. You should get back into this," Connor said, turning his head to look Drew directly in the eyes. "Have you ever shown your stuff anywhere?"

      Drew looked down at the portrait. "I asked Carmen if I could hang a few pieces in the cafe," he admitted, his voice quiet. He braced himself for the response. For the inevitable lecture about how it was a waste of time. "Just to see if they'd sell."

      Connor’s face lit up with a massive, toothy smile. "That is a genius idea. Do you know how many of those tech bros come in every morning just because you and Carmen make the place so cool? They’d fight each other for the chance to bring a piece of that home."

      Drew searched his face for any sign of mockery. "You don't think it's... beneath me? To hang my work above a pastry case for people who are mostly just standing around waiting for their oat milk?"

      Connor’s brow furrowed. "Why would it be beneath you? Art is supposed to be seen, right? And the cafe gets, like, hundreds of people a day. That's a built-in audience."

      Drew let out a slow, shaky breath. The suffocating knot sitting in his chest unspooled. There was no intense, smothering devotion here. Just a guy who liked him and thought he should share his talent with the world.

      Drew closed the cover of the portfolio. He slid back into Connor’s space, throwing a leg over the giant’s thigh again, their skin still tacky in places.

      "Okay, my turn," Drew said. A drowsy smile broke across his face as he propped his chin on Connor's broad chest. "You said your parents were off-the-grid granola hippies. How does a guy raised in the woods know every single synth-pop song I play at the cafe?"

      Connor let out a booming laugh that shook the rickety bedframe.

      "Because we didn't have cable or internet," Connor grinned. His mossy green eyes flicked up to the ceiling and then back down. "My parents had a woodstove, a massive vegetable garden, and a big old boombox. The only music we ever played was their old cassettes from the eighties. Mixtapes and movie soundtracks mostly. I did my chores to the Thompson Twins and A-ha—you know the one, with the really high note?"

      "Take On Me," Drew laughed. "Yeah, I know."

      "Right. That was basically the soundtrack to me feeding the chickens," Connor chuckled. His smile softened. "When I went to college, I had no idea what anyone was listening to. I felt out of place. Like an alien. Then, my first week on the beat, Stan brought me into the cafe. I walked through the door, and you were playing Smalltown Boy."

      Connor reached up, his rough fingers pushing a golden-brown ringlet behind Drew's ear. "I don't know. It was like coming home."

      Drew stared at the giant, earnest cop lying next to him. A breathless laugh escaped him. It was ridiculous. It was perfect.

      "What?" Connor asked, blushing under Drew's gaze. "I’m sorry. Did I say something dumb?"

      "No," Drew whispered. He slid his body up against Connor's and pressed a soft, lingering kiss to his mouth. "You didn't say anything dumb at all."
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      The morning sun cut the studio in two, a slanting rectangle of light running across the floor and the rumpled bed. The steady drum of the shower echoed from the bathroom, accompanied by a warm cloud of steam rolling out the open door.

      Connor stood in the middle of the studio, keeping a hand on a too-small white towel wrapped around his waist. He lumbered around the room, humming Walking on Sunshine around a borrowed bamboo toothbrush, his mouth frothy with Drew’s organic peppermint toothpaste.

      He felt incredible. Like he had been hit by a pleasant, confusing, curly-haired freight train.

      The only thing he needed to make the morning perfect was a clean shirt to wear under his Kevlar vest. His charcoal thermal from last night was wadded up somewhere in the hallway, smelling of a dive bar and sweat. If he wore it under his vest, he'd suffocate. Worse, Stan Prosky would roast him alive. The old man didn’t miss a thing.

      He did a clumsy slide-step across the floorboards, his bare feet squeaking on the wood, mumbling a frothy, "I'm walking on sunshine, woo-ah!" around the bamboo handle. He punctuated the lyric with a celebratory hip-bump against the tall mid-century dresser and pulled open the top drawer.

      The song died in his throat.

      There were no faded band tees in this drawer. Just perfectly spaced, folded rows of dark wool socks, expensive undershirts, and boxers. It didn’t look like it belonged in the chaotic, beautiful studio.

      Tucked into the far right corner, sitting flush against the wood, was a toiletry bag made of conditioned black leather.

      Huh.

      Connor frowned around his toothbrush. He reached in and lifted the bag. It was heavy. A dull, metallic clink sounded from inside.

      His hand froze. Two years of police training didn't just turn off because of a morning-after glow.

      He hooked a finger under the zipper and pulled it back an inch.

      Sitting at the top of the bag was a coiled Kevlar cord garrote attached to two metal grips. Beneath it lay a custom suppressor with 9x19mm Subsonic laser-engraved on the base, resting next to a spare magazine loaded with the exact same hollow-points pulled from the penthouse drywall. Tucked against the side was a disposable burner phone.

      Connor stopped breathing. He stared down into the drawer.

      Tactical Kevlar cord, the coroner had said. Didn't wait to choke him out. Crushed the larynx and occluded the carotid arteries. Dead in seconds. Whoever did this is a professional. Homicide was already calling him The Ghost.

      Connor’s massive hand trembled. The suppressor. The cord. The spare mag. And the disposable phone tucked beside them? That could be a forensic goldmine.

      This was the holdback evidence from the Rincon Hill murder. Professional. Ruthlessly efficient. It was The Ghost's toolkit.

      "Hey, Gallagher!" Drew’s voice called out over the hiss of the shower. "You okay out there?"

      Connor flinched so hard his grip slipped. The towel dropped to his feet. Standing naked and defenseless in the middle of the room, he swallowed hard, choking down a mouthful of peppermint toothpaste. He cleared his throat, but his voice came out as a strangled croak. "Yeah! Great!"

      He turned to face the steaming bathroom door. "Hey, quick question," Connor called back, forcing a casual tone. "You don't have a roommate or anything, do you?"

      A long beat.

      "What? No! In this place? Are you crazy?" Drew laughed over the running water. He raised his voice to make sure Connor heard him. "It's just me! I haven't even had anyone over here in months!"

      Connor went still.

      It's just me. I haven't had anyone over in months.

      Connor stared blindly at the deadly arsenal sitting in the drawer. He thought about Drew’s lithe, compact build. How he had moved last night,the fluid grace, the deceptive, coiled core strength.

      He’s a barista, Connor's brain screamed in sheer panic, and he crushes larynxes and kills security guards in seconds flat.

      As a cop, he was legally obligated to call this in. He was standing two feet from the murder weapon of a high-profile case. He needed to grab his off-duty piece from his jeans, kick the bathroom door open, pull Drew out of the shower, and read him his rights.

      But as he listened to Drew humming over the running water, all he could think was that he had finally found a guy he really liked.

      Instead, moving in silence, Connor stepped back, grabbed his phone from his discarded jeans, and opened the camera. Careful not to touch the evidence, he snapped a series of high-resolution photos: the open drawer, the leather bag, the texture of the garrote, the matte finish of the suppressor, the loaded magazine. The holdback evidence.

      With agonizing care, he zipped the bag, placed it back in its exact position, and eased the drawer shut.

      He stood frozen in the quiet bedroom, naked and staring at the closed wood.

      Get dressed, his police brain barked. Get dressed, get out, figure this out.

      He forced his feet to move. He stepped away from the dresser and blindly grabbed a pile of dark denim off the armchair. He hoisted the jeans up, preparing to shove his legs into them, but stopped.

      They were way too small. They were Drew's jeans from last night.

      He was about to toss them back onto the chair when the weight of the pockets caught his attention. They sagged, clinking with a dull, metallic sound.

      He hesitated, then reached a tentative hand into the right pocket. His thick fingers closed around cold, heavy metal. He pulled it out.

      A set of matte-black brass knuckles.

      He swallowed hard and reached into the other pocket. He pulled out a compact, rubber-gripped high-voltage stun gun.

      He stared at the brutal, close-quarters weapons resting in his massive palms.

      He's a literal weapon, Connor thought. He felt dizzy as he slipped the items back into Drew's pockets and set the jeans on the armchair.

      "Gallagher!" Drew called out, shutting off the water. "I'm making pour-overs! You want one?"

      Connor squeezed his eyes shut. He was a sworn officer of the law. He was legally obligated to arrest him.

      "Yeah!" he yelled back, his voice cracking. "I'd love one!"
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      Connor locked his phone and dropped it onto his jeans on the armchair. He stood bare, his heart hammering against his ribs, his mouth burning with frothy toothpaste.

      He needed to spit.

      He hurried into the cramped kitchenette. He ran the tap, gripped the edge of the sink, spat the foam down the drain, and splashed cold water on his face.

      When he opened his eyes, he was staring directly at a gleaming, commercial-grade espresso machine. That had to be a five-thousand-dollar setup.

      He turned around, looking at the studio with new eyes. Last night, the space felt like a cozy, chaotic explosion of analog art and thrift-store charm. Today, it was an active crime scene.

      He crept into the living space. The vintage Macintosh tube amplifier wired to the record player. Three thousand, easy.

      How did a part-time barista who complained about late-stage capitalism afford top-tier hardware? They weren't quirky hipster splurges. Not unless the barista gig was a cover.

      Connor padded over to the bookshelf. A laminated gym membership card sat next to a stack of political theory paperbacks. The logo belonged to an exclusive, members-only training club in SoMa with private coaches and a monthly fee that could cover Connor’s rent.

      Why did a barista need a body like that? Why did a barista need that gym?

      This morning, it looked like a body trained for a reason beyond looking good in a crop top.

      And the books. Connor stared at the spines he’d knocked over last night: Bullshit Jobs, Capitalist Realism, and a heavily tabbed copy of Wilkerson's Caste.

      The picture snapped into place.

      A wealthy venture capitalist had just been murdered in a Rincon Hill penthouse. After that healthcare executive was murdered in New York a few months back, who knew what kind of copycat ideas a radicalized ghost might have?

      Drew wasn't just a hitman. He was a true believer taking out the one percent, funding his life through hits. He’d even mentioned the redistribution of wealth as a condition of their date. This was it in action.

      “Gallagher?” Drew’s voice floated out of the bathroom. “You still out there?”

      Connor jolted, his throat dry. “Yeah. Hey, do you have a t-shirt I could borrow? Something I can wear under my vest?”

      Drew poked his head out, his ringlets dripping. There was a short pause as he took in the sight of the giant, panicked, naked cop.

      “I don’t think anything of mine is going to fit you,” Drew called with a soft laugh. “But check the bottom drawer. There’s a couple of oversized shirts I sleep in. One might work.”

      Connor crouched and pulled open the bottom drawer. Under a tangle of soft pants, he found a white tee emblazoned with rainbow block letters: BE GAY. DO CRIME.

      “Oh fuck,” he muttered, shoving it aside.

      He pulled out a black ribbed tank top with the cracked white lines of the Joy Division logo instead. He tugged it over his head. The ribbed cotton stretched tight over his broad chest and belly, but it was clean, and it would sit under his uniform without bunching.

      He needed to leave. He needed to stay. He needed to figure this out before he did something irreversible.

      Connor dropped to his knees, hunting for the rest of his clothes. He found his briefs half under the bed. He yanked the underwear on, then jammed his legs into the denim, awkwardly adjusting his junk to get the material pulled up and zipped. He numbly snatched his l henley from the floor and threw it on over the tight ribbed tank.

      He kept searching for his socks. Only one turned up. He jammed it into his front pocket with his phone. He shoved his feet into the boots without lacing them.

      Drew stepped out, wrapped in a faded blue towel, hair dripping. Last night, the V-taper from his shoulders to his waist had just been incredibly hot. Now, it looked lethal.

      “Hey,” Drew said. His smile was easy, unguarded. “You okay? You look like you just saw a⁠—”

      “Nope,” Connor said, too fast. “Nope. No ghost. Just a—Prosky’s gonna give me shit if I’m late.”

      “Aw, I was gonna make pour-overs. And eggs,” Drew said.

      Drew’s smile flickered at Connor’s silence. He stepped closer and reached up, brushing a crust of dried toothpaste from the corner of Connor’s mouth with his thumb. “I haven’t laughed that hard in a long time.”

      Connor wanted to say me too. He wanted to ask, Are you a murderer? He wanted to push Drew against the wall and kiss him until neither of them could think. Instead, he just nodded.

      “Yeah. It was… yeah.”

      He moved toward the door before he could do anything worse. Drew followed him, still wearing that soft morning-after smile that made Connor’s chest ache.

      At the door, Connor hesitated. One hand on the knob. The other shoved deep in his pocket, fingers clenched around the single sock.

      “Hey,” Drew said. “Text me later?”

      “I will,” Connor said. His voice came out rough. “Thanks.”

      “It wasn’t a favor,” Drew laughed.

      Connor looked at the lean shoulders, the dark trail of hair disappearing under the towel, the bright open face that had been over him last night making those soft, surprised sounds.

      He tried to superimpose the image of a man who could torque a garrote hard enough to kill a man in seconds flat. The two pictures refused to line up.

      He opened the door and stepped into the hallway before he could change his mind. The door clicked shut behind him. He stood there for three full seconds, breathing like he’d just sprinted uphill.

      Then he forced himself to walk.

      Down the stairs. Out onto the sidewalk. The morning was cold and clear. A Muni bus groaned past. He stopped under a bus shelter, pulled out his phone, and stared at the photos in his camera roll.

      Garrote. Suppressor. 9mm hollow-points.

      Was Drew an undercover hitman? An ideologically motivated vigilante? Or just the hottest guy Connor had ever seen? Or all three?

      He was spiraling. He locked the phone, shoved it back in his pocket next to the single sock, and kept walking toward the station with his boots untied and his heart trying to beat its way out of his chest.

      He would see Prosky in twenty minutes. He’d know what to do.
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      After the first morning rush cleared, Carmen wiped down the bar with more force than necessary. The second baker that month had quit via text without notice, and the rage still sat on her shoulders.

      At the other end of the counter, ABC’s "The Look of Love" played over the speakers. Drew was wiping down the chrome steam wand with a bright, goofy smile. He moved with a light energy, bobbing his head as he mumble-sang along.

      Carmen threw the sponge into the sink and turned around.

      “Alright,” she said, planting her hands on her hips. “Spill it.”

      Drew blinked. “Spill what?”

      “Don’t play dumb. You’ve been flitting around this place all morning like a hummingbird.”

      Drew tried to suppress his smile and failed. He leaned over the counter, lowering his voice even though the cafe was empty. "Carmen... it was incredible."

      Carmen stared at him. “The cop.”

      “Connor.”

      Carmen closed her eyes as if praying for strength. “You slept with him.”

      Drew’s grin widened. “I did. It was incredible. I never laughed so much during sex in my whole life.”

      Carmen's eyebrow shot up. “Are you sure you were doing it right?”

      "Yes," Drew laughed. "He knocked a stack of books off the nightstand. And he got a cramp halfway through.” He shook his head at the memory. “It was ridiculous. It was so much fun.” He paused, a satisfied smirk spreading across his face as he gestured pointedly downward. “And... he's big, Carmen. Like, all over.”

      Carmen’s expression flickered between a grimace and begrudging respect.

      "Oh, and get this—he was homeschooled," Drew said. "Raised off the grid by granola hippies in Petaluma. The only music his parents ever played was eighties pop, so he thinks my record collection is the coolest thing in the world. It’s like his freak totally matches mine."

      “That good, huh?”

      Drew paused. “And then we talked for hours. I showed him my paintings. He liked them."

      Carmen watched him. “And now?”

      Drew shrugged, fiddling with a bottle of vanilla. “Now I don’t know. Danny gets back from Seattle today. And Connor is… Connor. And I was thinking—” He stopped, then let the half-formed thought out anyway. “Maybe it doesn’t have to be one or the other. Maybe there’s a version where it’s all three of us. Like… open. People do that, right?”

      Carmen set down her ceramic mug. The clink was sharp and deliberate.

      “No,” she said.

      Drew looked up. “I’m just saying⁠—”

      “No,” she repeated. “Absolutely not. Do not finish that sentence.”

      “Why not? People have arrangements. People⁠—”

      “Drew.” Carmen walked around the counter until she stood directly in front of him. Her voice stayed low and even, but there was no give in it. “You are currently sleeping with a man who looks at you like a dog looks at a bone. Does Danny look like a dog who wants to share that bone? Because I don’t see it. And now you want to bring a police officer into that situation and suggest they share?”

      Drew opened his mouth, searching for a defense. “With Danny it’s… intense. I like it. A lot. But last night, I was laughing. I didn’t feel like I was being performed on. I felt like I was just… there. With another person who was also just there.”

      Carmen held up one sharp nail, cutting him off.

      “I don’t care how nice the cop’s smile is. I don’t care how hard he made you laugh. You are playing with two very different kinds of fire. One of them is possessive as hell. The other one has a badge and a gun. There is no cute little throuple version of this story.”

      Drew’s face went pale, but he tried anyway. “You don’t know that Danny would⁠—”

      “I know enough,” Carmen said. "When I lived at the co-op, there was a throuple in the room right next door to mine. The only thing they had more of than sex was arguments. You can't have three, Drew. Someone is always going to feel left out. There is no universe where this ends in a cute arrangement."

      The café was quiet. Outside, a Muni bus sighed to a stop and pulled away.

      Drew looked down at the floor. “It was just a thought.”

      “I know,” Carmen said, her tone softening. “And I’m glad you had fun. You look… happy. But fun is not a plan. And this—” she gestured at the space between them, at the whole tangled situation—“this is already dangerous enough without you trying to turn it into a group project.”

      Drew was silent. He shrugged and nodded once. “I know.”

      Carmen reached out and flicked the side of his head, not hard.

      Drew’s bright smile finally vanished. The reality of Danny, and the suffocating devotion that came with him, settled over him like a weight.

      "He's coming back from Seattle today," Drew muttered. He puffed up his cheeks and blew out, staring at the espresso grate. "I'm going to have to talk to him. I have to break it off."

      Carmen froze. She turned to look at him, her sarcasm dropping away.

      "Wait," she said, her voice quiet. "You're serious? You're actually going to end it with the guy who buys your groceries and your gym membership? For the agent of a repressive state?"

      Drew swallowed and nodded. "He’s not like that. I don't care about the groceries, Carmen. I want the laughing. I haven’t laughed in so long. You can’t buy that."

      Carmen stared at him, taking in the terror and resolve mixing on his face. She leaned back against the counter, seeing the situation in a new light.

      "Wow," she breathed. "You really like the giant."

      "I do," Drew admitted, his voice cracking a fraction. "I really, really do. Which means I have to end it with Danny. I have to be fair to him. It's just going to be really... complicated."

      "Complicated is one word for it," Carmen said. Her tone shifted from snarky to protective as she crossed her arms as if she’d caught a chill. "Just keep your hands in your pockets today. And remember the brass knuckles."
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      Halfway across the city from the café, Connor’s right knee jumped like a piston against the cruiser’s glove compartment. His bare left foot rubbed a raw blister against the rough leather of his boot.

      Stan Prosky finally spoke from behind the wheel, navigating the late-morning traffic with lazy, one-handed ease.

      “Spill it,” he said, not looking over. “You look like you’re trying to pass a kidney stone.”

      Connor swallowed. “It’s complicated.”

      He had walked into the precinct that morning intending to ask for help. Now that the moment was here, the words refused to come out.

      Prosky sighed like a man who already knew his day was about to get worse. He flicked the blinker, pulled the cruiser into an empty municipal parking lot, and threw it into park. He turned in his seat.

      “Talk.”

      Connor stared at the dashboard. “Hypothetically… if a civilian ended up with holdback evidence on a case that wasn’t theirs. Something that could destroy them if it got handled wrong. What would you do?”

      Prosky’s face lost whatever grandfatherly warmth it usually carried.

      “I’d turn it over to the detectives running the case,” he said flatly. “That’s the job.”

      “And if turning it over might hurt someone who maybe doesn’t deserve it?”

      Prosky studied him for a long second.

      “What kind of evidence?”

      Connor’s hands splayed on his thighs. He pulled out his phone, unlocked it, and held it out across the console. The zoomed photo of the open toiletry bag filled the screen: the coiled garrote, the suppressor, the loaded magazine.

      Prosky looked at it. His jaw tightened.

      “Jesus,” he said. He pushed the phone back toward Connor. “Tell me the rest of it. Straight.”

      Connor’s ears burned. He couldn’t get the words out.

      Prosky’s voice stayed low. “I saw you in the locker room this morning. In two years I’ve never seen you wear a band tee under your vest. That one doesn’t even fit you. And that love bite—” he tapped two fingers against the side of his own neck—“is new.”

      Connor’s hand twitched up toward the mark below his jaw before he could stop it.

      Prosky exhaled hard through his nose. “It’s the barista.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Connor’s silence answered for him.

      “Christ, kid.”

      “I stayed over. At Drew’s,” Connor said. The words came out rough. “I opened a drawer looking for a shirt and there was this bag. It was all there. The cord. The suppressor. The magazine. Exact match to the Rincon Hill holdback.”

      Prosky closed his eyes for a second. "Did you touch it? Tell me you didn't touch anything in that bag, Gallagher."

      "No," Connor said quickly. "I swear. I just saw it."

      “And took pictures. And put on his shirt, and came to work.”

      “I keep trying to make it make sense,” Connor said. “You know, the politics… I keep thinking maybe he targeted someone he thought deserved it. But I can’t—” His voice cracked. He shut his mouth, staring out the window.

      Prosky was quiet for a long time. He turned to the massive kid in his passenger seat.

      “You really like this kid,” he said quietly. It wasn't a question, but an assessment of the damage.

      Connor looked down at his lap, then back up. "I do. I know it sounds crazy because it was just one date. But the sex was…” Connor blew out his lips, making a soft psshhh, boom, boom, boom sound like a fireworks finale, pantomiming a series of mind-blowing explosions with his fingers.

      Prosky held up a flat palm. “Too much information.”

      “We stayed awake talking for hours," Connor rushed on, blushing. "He’s an artist. Did you know that? His paintings are incredible. I mean he’s gorgeous, obviously. But he’s weird too, like, he hums these eighties songs that no one else our age knows, and he laughs at my jokes, and when he does..." Connor exhaled a shaky breath. "His laugh is like the best thing I've ever heard. He isn't a killer, Stan. He can't be."

      Prosky leaned forward, resting his forearms on the steering wheel.

      “Then listen to me very carefully,” he said in a harsh whisper. “If you take this to Major Crimes right now, they don't send a couple of polite detectives to ask him questions over coffee. They send a tactical team to kick his door down, and they drag your boy out into the street in zip-ties.”

      Connor flinched, all the color draining from his face.

      "If it’s not him, they charge him as an accessory," Prosky pressed on. "And you? The minute you opened that bag you were an off-duty rookie conducting an illegal, warrantless search after sleeping with a suspect. The DA throws the murder evidence out because it's tainted. Internal Affairs comes for you for obstruction, and Major Crimes ruins Drew's life trying to squeeze him for whatever else he knows. Is that what you want?"

      "No," Connor choked out. "Stan, no."

      "Then you don’t tell anyone," Prosky commanded. "Not a detective, not a sergeant, not your mother.” He threw his head back. “I’m going to look at this quietly. Give me what you have on him. Full name, address, phone number."

      Connor pulled his phone back out. He quickly rattled off Drew’s last name, phone number, street number, and unit in the Mission.

      Prosky jotted it down in the small notebook he took from his breast pocket. "I know a few people who can pull records without lighting up a board. I'll run him through CLEAR and the state databases. We'll look for aliases, property deeds, registered LLCs. Let's see if this barista is hiding assets or living above his means. You’re going to sit in the report room, keep your head down, and act like this is a normal day. Can you do that?"

      Connor nodded, desperate for the lifeline his partner was throwing him.

      Prosky shifted the car into drive.

      “I’m going to radio dispatch and tell them the cruiser’s throwing an oil pressure warning. I’ll drop you for paperwork, take the car to the motor pool, and log a meal break while I wait. That buys me a couple hours. You stay put and you don’t talk to anyone.”

      “Stan.” Connor’s voice was thin. “What if it is him? I can’t just throw him to the wolves.”

      Prosky finally looked at him, weary and protective.

      “Just give me some time to think this through. If it’s him, we still do this smart. You running in half-cocked helps no one. Not him, not you, not the case. Let me see what we’re actually looking at first.”

      He reached across the console and gripped Connor’s shoulder once, hard enough to be felt.

      “Not a soul, Gallagher. We clear?”

      “Clear,” Connor whispered.

      Prosky checked his mirrors and pulled back onto the street.

      “About the barista—people aren’t always what they look like,” Prosky said, staring dead ahead at the road. “Remember that.”
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      The lock on the apartment door clicked with a metallic thud. Danny stepped inside the Mission District studio, bringing the chill of the San Francisco fog with him.

      His suit draped over his compact frame, the tie loosened and the top button open. He carried a small, elegantly wrapped box of dark chocolate truffles from Pike Place Market.

      He paused at the threshold, closing the door behind him. He took a slow, deep breath of the familiar scents of the apartment: toasted arborio rice, melting butter, and garlic. But cutting through the warmth was a faint, unfamiliar note. The sharp tang of generic body deodorant. It did not belong here.

      He had spent forty-eight hours settling Mr. Rossi's messy dispute in the Pacific Northwest. The final piece of business had required a silenced pistol in a rain-soaked shipping yard, the fatal shots timed to the thunderous crescendo of Verdi’s Rigoletto playing in his earbuds, an aria he had carefully selected for this specific target.

      After days surrounded by loud, ugly men in windowless warehouses, all he had wanted was to get back to this room and let the warmth of his boyfriend wash over him.

      "Danny?"

      Drew stepped out of the kitchenette. He wore a faded, cut-off band shirt and sweats. His ringlets framed his face.

      A soft smile melted the lines of Danny’s face.

      "Ciao, amore," Danny murmured. His baritone dropped into that intimate, private register he saved only for Drew. He took a step forward, expecting Drew to close the distance.

      Usually, when Danny returned from a trip, Drew would drop whatever he was doing and throw his arms around Danny's neck.

      Today, Drew stayed planted. His bare feet remained rooted to the floorboards. His toes twitched nervously.

      "You're back!" Drew said.

      The greeting was immediate. Loud. Accompanied by a bright smile. But to Danny, a man whose survival depended on reading microscopic shifts in a target's body language, it landed like a discordant note in a tuned symphony.

      "I am," Danny said. His smile remained intact, though his feet stopped moving. "My flight landed an hour ago."

      "How was Seattle? Did it rain? It’s been pouring here all morning." Drew spoke too fast. His hands pulled at the frayed hem of his shirt.

      Danny’s icy blue eyes swept over him. The lethal part of his brain that usually slept in this room twitched awake.

      "It was wet," Danny said. He crossed the small living space, sliding his hand around the small of Drew's back. He pulled him in and kissed him.

      Drew met him halfway, his lips parting. The kiss was warm, but the moment Danny’s hand pressed against him, he felt the tension running through Drew's spine. Drew didn't sink into the touch. He endured it.

      When they parted, Drew took a half-step back, creating a buffer of space between them.

      "Sorry," Drew laughed, breathy and brittle. He turned away to the safety of the kitchenette, grabbing a wooden spoon and stirring the pot of risotto on the stove, talking rapidly over his shoulder. "It was a nightmare today. The baker quit by text thirty minutes before we opened, and Carmen has been threatening homicide all day."

      Danny stood still in the center of the apartment. He slipped off his suit jacket, draped it over the back of the sofa, and unclipped his shoulder holster.

      "Just sent a text and vanished," Drew kept rambling, his back turned as he stirred. "Just decided he was done. And, I mean... I get it. Sometimes it's just... time to move on, you know?"

      Drew was hiding something. The thought was a dark drop of poison blooming in Danny's chest. Worse, Drew was testing the waters.

      Danny stepped over to the mid-century dresser. He set the box of chocolates and his holster on the top, then pulled open the top drawer. His fingers brushed the rows of socks as he reached for his black leather toiletry bag.

      He unzipped it and peered in.

      Nothing was out of place. But the air in the room felt disrupted. Tainted.

      Moving with the silent grace of a predator, he stepped into the kitchenette.

      "I don't buy it," Danny murmured.

      Drew jumped, his shoulder hitting Danny’s chest. He turned around, eyes wide. "What? That he quit?"

      "That someone just walks away from a commitment," Danny said. He reached out, catching Drew's wrist, resting his thumb directly over the pulse point. "Just... moving on. Because things got a little difficult."

      Drew swallowed hard. "Danny, people do it all the time. If it's not the right fit anymore, you have to just⁠—"

      "No," Danny interrupted. His free hand slid to the small of Drew's back, locking him in place. "Mio amore.” His touch was firm, but gentle, at odds with the cold of his icy blue eyes. "That is not how loyalty works. Not my kind of loyalty."

      Danny stepped closer. He watched Drew's eyes dart down to the rough stubble on his jaw, knowing exactly how to use his physical presence to disarm him.

      "When you commit to something, it does not change," Danny continued. "The world is chaotic and ugly. When you find love in that, it is an oasis. You do not quit that, amore."

      Drew stared at him, drowning in the suffocating gravity of his devotion. It was crystal clear that leaving was not an option.

      Faced with the sheer force of Danny's love, Drew's courage collapsed. He let out a shaky, broken exhale and yielded, dropping his forehead against Danny's.

      "You're right," Drew whispered. His hands came up to grip Danny's shirt like a lifeline. "I'm sorry. I'm just so tired and confused today."

      Danny’s eyes flashed with a cold, triumphant satisfaction. He wrapped his arms around Drew, encasing him in a cage of fine cotton and coiled muscle. He pressed his face into Drew's curls, breathing in the scent of him.

      "I know, amore," Danny murmured, kissing the top of his head. "I have you."

      Drew was safe in his arms, anchored by a man who would give him the world. But as Danny stared over Drew’s shoulder at the shadows stretching across the apartment floor, his blue eyes remained devoid of warmth.

      Drew had backed down, but he was still lying.

      Danny would just have to strip the rest of the secrets out of him in bed.
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      Danny didn't rush. He never did.

      He guided Drew backward until the backs of Drew’s knees hit the mattress, letting him fall back against the rumpled sheets. The amber glow of the bedside lamp cast long, familiar shadows across the studio, but as Danny unbuttoned his crisp white shirt, his icy blue eyes never left Drew’s face.

      Drew was trying. He was trying too hard.

      Usually, there was a stubborn, bratty friction to Drew, a fiery independence that Danny loved to strip away until there was nothing left but absolute surrender. But tonight, Drew wasn't just yielding, he was eager. Frantic, even. He reached for Danny’s belt with rushed hands, pulling at the leather, his breath coming in shallow, anxious pulls. It was a performance. Drew was trying to use his body as a shield to hide whatever secret was inside his head.

      Danny let him play the game.

      “Così impaziente stanotte," Danny murmured, So eager tonight, as he stripped away Drew’s tee and sweatpants.

      As Danny’s palm settled over the curve of Drew’s hip, his thumb passed a faint, lilac shadow blooming on the pale skin, a fading bruise, and another. Judging by the wide spread, it had been left by a hand much larger than Danny's own.

      Careless, like leaving prints at a scene.

      Danny's jaw tightened, but he didn't stop moving. Before he entered Drew, Danny reached up to the silver Madonna medal resting against the dark hair of his chest. He tossed the pendant over his shoulder to his back, so the Holy Mother did not have to see the next part.

      He reached for the bottle on the nightstand, slicked himself, then pressed the thick, uncut head of his cock against Drew’s hole. He pushed in slow and steady, watching the way Drew’s body opened around him. The stretch was immediate—the way the foreskin pulled back as he sank deeper, the tight heat that swallowed him when he buried to the hilt, hips flush, the full length of him lodged deep.

      “There,” Danny murmured against the back of his neck, letting the sandpaper whiskers of his jaw scrape against Drew’s nape like a cat’s tongue. “Feel that.”

      He held still for a long moment, letting Drew feel every inch, before he began to move. Long, controlled strokes at first, the thick shaft dragging in and out. He kept one arm locked around Drew’s waist and used the other to angle his hips so the head of his cock rubbed the spot that made Drew’s spine arch.

      “You were made for this,” Danny said, voice low and rough. “For this cock.”

      Drew whimpered. His hand reached back blindly, fingers tangling in Danny’s thick, dark hair to pull him closer.

      “That’s it,” Danny murmured, fucking him deeper. The wet sound of it filled the small apartment.

      He shifted, pushing Drew face-down into the mattress, and braced his free hand against the headboard for leverage. That was when he spied a piece of fabric tucked between the mattress and the wood.

      Without breaking the rhythm of his hips, Danny’s fingers dropped to curl around it and pulled it free.

      It was a sock. Thick, cheap, ribbed cotton. Something ugly and utilitarian.

      Danny wore only Italian wool. Drew wore bamboo athletic socks. The fabric in Danny’s fist was a faded grey work-boot sock. And it was massive.

      Danny’s icy eyes went flat as his mind spun through the variables. A cheap, massive sock in a bed where it did not belong. Erratic panic from his boyfriend. A giant, bumbling police officer from the cafe. The wide spread of the handprint bruising Drew's hip.

      His mind snagged on a single memory: the giant idiot in the uniform in the cafe, staring at Drew with too much reverence.

      Danny let the grey sock fall loose to the floorboards behind him. He didn't have absolute proof yet, but the suspicion coiled in his chest, cold and venomous.

      His heart hammered against Drew's skin. As he drove into him, his cock felt impossibly hard.

      "Sei mio, amore," Danny whispered against his skin. "You are mine. Only mine."

      He shifted the angle, the thick head of his cock hitting the place that made Drew gasp, the shaft dragging on the withdrawal. He reached down to stroke Drew in time with the thrusts, Drew’s hand clutching at his dark-haired forearm as Danny worked him.

      Danny picked up his pace, fucking hard until Drew gasped loudly into his pillow, his cock stiffening and spilling over Danny’s hand and into the sheets, his hole clenching and fluttering around the steely length still buried inside him.

      Danny followed a moment later, or made it look as if he did, burying his face in Drew’s neck and giving the ragged breaths of a man lost in it, while his control stayed intact.

      When he finally pulled out, he turned onto his back and dragged the sheet up, hiding the evidence of how little he had actually given away. He let the thick pulse of precum pool in the dark hair of his stomach rather than finish inside, the medal of the Holy Mother pressed cold between his shoulder blades.

      They ate the risotto shortly after. Danny sat in his boxers, his cock slow to soften, a dull, heavy ache throbbing in his balls.Drew affected his usual affable nature, chattering between bites, pretending the air between them wasn't thick with the unspoken.

      Two hours later, the studio was dead silent.

      Drew slept, his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm, his limbs tangled in the sheets.

      Danny lay flat on his back beside him, awake, staring up at the cracked plaster of the ceiling. The pot in the kitchen and their bowls were set in the sink to soak. The amber lamp had been clicked off, plunging the room into darkness, but Danny’s mind was darker still.

      His thoughts drifted to Verdi’s Otello. The mourning cellos of Act IV began to swell in his ears. It was the grand finale he had selected for the day his double life finally caught up with him, a beautiful tragedy in which he’d end Drew and himself.

      He’d imagined it with the police closing in, not like this. Not a cheap betrayal in his own bed.

      He could do it right now. Put on the record Drew had bought, and as the music swelled, he could wrap his hands around that beautiful throat, then turn his pistol on himself. He could end them both right now in this tainted bed.

      His breath quivered in his throat, his eyelashes wet.

      As Drew shifted in his sleep and sighed, the dark urge receded.

      No. Not yet.

      Drew had brought a badge into their bed. Drew had let law enforcement within three feet of a syndicate murder weapon.

      But he loved Drew. He would forgive him for the indiscretion, eventually. As long as the betrayal was just a mess to be cleaned up. As long as Drew did not love the oaf.

      He looked back at the bed, watching Drew sleep.

      Tomorrow he would pay the cafe a visit. He needed to look the giant in the eye and see for himself.
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      The morning rush had thinned to a slow trickle by the time Officer Connor Gallagher placed his order. He stuffed his fists into his pockets to hide the shaking.

      He stood near the espresso machine in his full uniform, the Kevlar vest pressing against his chest, staring at Drew.

      If you’re the killer, just tell me, Connor thought. Tell me, and I will try to protect you. But looking at him now, it didn't add up.

      Drew knocked a spent puck of espresso grounds into the trash bin. The sharp bang made Connor flinch.

      "Here you go, Officer Gallagher. One large drip," Drew said, sliding the paper cup across the counter with a sly, playful smile. His golden-brown ringlets were loose over his Cure t-shirt. He looked beautiful.

      "Thanks," Connor choked out, his pale eyebrows rising, pleading. When he reached for the cup, his fingers brushed against Drew's. Connor jerked his hand back, nearly knocking the coffee over.

      Drew’s smile faltered, a flash of hurt crossing his face. "Hey. You okay?"

      "Just—just tired!" Connor lied loudly. His voice boomed in the quiet space. "Long shift ahead. You know how it is."

      Drew leaned over the counter, pulling himself in so close no one could hear. "Connor... can we talk about the other night? I should have told you some things."

      Out on the foggy sidewalk, Danny paused. Through the plate-glass window, he watched the exchange. He couldn't hear the words, but he saw the way his boy leaned across the espresso machine, pulling himself inches away from the giant cop with a look Danny didn’t recognize.

      He pushed the glass door open. The brass bell chimed. The air in the room dropped ten degrees.

      Connor’s head whipped around.

      Carmen’s eyes widened.

      "Danny!" Carmen shouted, her voice pitched high. "You're back! Let me get you an espresso. At the bar! Officer Gallagher, no charge today, your partner is waiting, time to go protect and serve⁠—"

      Danny sidestepped the cop without breaking stride, taking a seat at the bar. "Carmen," he said, dismissive. "Always a pleasure."

      He turned on the stool. His icy eyes dragged over Connor’s uniform, assessing the outline of the Kevlar beneath the shirt, the badge, and the duty belt with the detachment of a predator. He ran his tongue over his front teeth. Then his eyes turned to Drew.

      "Ciao, amore," he murmured in his dark baritone.

      Drew stiffened. The chaotic brightness vanished from his posture in a split second, replaced by a rigid, hyper-aware stillness.

      "Hi, Danny," Drew said, the bounce drained from his voice.

      Danny offered a smile that didn't reach his eyes. He reached across the counter, opening his hand palm-up. Drew hesitated a fraction of a second before placing his hand inside it.

      Only then did Danny turn to his right, giving his full attention to the giant police officer clutching the coffee cup.

      "I don't believe we've met," Danny said. His voice was polite. "I’m Danny. Drew’s partner."

      Connor stared at him. The word hit him like a physical blow.

      Drew had a boyfriend?

      "Connor," he managed to say, his voice cracking slightly. "Officer Gallagher."

      Danny extended his free hand.

      Connor stared at it, then set his drip coffee on the stainless steel counter to take it.

      Danny’s grip was like iron. Not aggressive, but an immovable lock, his thumb measuring the span of the officer's knuckles, a perfect match for the bruises on Drew's hip. Danny used it to pull himself an inch closer, stepping well inside the boundary of normal social space. Eyes level, he looked at the uniform collar and the vein pressing against it in the officer’s ruddy neck.

      "It is always good to know the people who watch over Drew’s neighborhood," Danny murmured, his thumb resting against the back of Connor's hand. "To know who is looking closely at what is mine."

      Every golden hair on the back of Connor’s neck stood at attention. His pulse hammered against his collar. He knows.

      "Just doing my job, sir."

      But in the physical exchange of that grip, the final puzzle piece snapped into place. Connor looked down at the flawless tailoring of the Italian wool suit.

      The holdback evidence. The dark wool socks in the top drawer. They hadn't belonged to Drew. Connor hadn’t slept with The Ghost. He had slept with The Ghost’s boyfriend.

      And he was currently shaking his hand.

      They released the handshake, stepping back, but neither man broke eye contact.

      Danny’s hand slid toward the lapel of his suit, nearing the shoulder holster beneath. Connor’s right hand dropped, his thick fingers hovering a hair's breadth above the grip of the Glock on his hip.

      For one breathless moment, the two men stood still. Time slowed. The only sound either could hear was their breathing.

      "Everything okay over here, Gallagher?"

      The gruff voice broke the tension. Stan Prosky stepped up behind Connor, his boots thudding against the tile.

      Danny offered a ghost of a smile, fluidly redirecting his hand to adjust the Windsor knot of his silk tie.

      Connor exhaled a shallow breath, moving his hand just enough to hook his thumb into his duty belt, inches from his firearm.

      The veteran cop's eyes narrowed, taking in the tailored man and his junior officer's rigid posture. Prosky’s free hand drifted toward his own duty belt.

      Danny blinked. He offered Prosky a flawless, polite nod.

      "Everything is perfectly fine, Officer," Danny said smoothly. "Just thanking your partner for his service."

      "Right. Let's move, kid," Prosky grunted. He grabbed Connor by the elbow, hauling the frozen cop toward the door.

      Connor stumbled backward as Prosky pulled him away. His eyes finally broke from the hitman at the bar and sought out Drew.

      In that split second, the mask of a police officer fell away. What remained was raw fear—not for his own life, but an agonizing, protective concern for Drew.

      From behind the espresso machine, Drew looked back. His golden-brown eyes were filled with a quiet longing directed at Connor.

      Danny sat still on his stool, his scrutiny flicking from the retreating cop to the barista. He didn't miss a single micro-expression. He saw the invisible thread pulling between them, and his jaw tightened.

      As Connor was dragged out onto the foggy San Francisco sidewalk, the bell jingled in his wake. Drew stood frozen, pale as a sheet. Carmen gripped the edge of the bar.

      Connor knew Danny was the killer. Danny knew Connor was the other man.

      The stage was set.
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      The cruiser doors slammed shut, sealing them inside. The windows immediately began to fog with Connor’s rapid, shallow breathing.

      Prosky took a sip of his coffee as he stared out the windshield at the cafe, letting the rookie hyperventilate.

      The pieces of the puzzle had finally snapped into place.

      "It wasn't Drew's drawer," Connor choked out. He turned to Prosky, overjoyed and terrified. "Stan. It wasn't his! The guy in the cafe... Danny. The holdback evidence—the garrote, the suppressor—it belongs to the boyfriend. Drew isn't the Ghost. He's sleeping with him."

      Prosky took another sip. "I got eyes, kid. I told you my guys pulled the quiet records on your barista. He came back clean. No red flags, no sketchy assets. Now we know why. Did you know he had a boyfriend?"

      Connor shook his head, his vest tight against his chest. "No. But Stan, did you see that guy? The way the air died when he walked in? Drew’s obviously not in love with him. If you were with a guy like that, would you feel safe telling anyone the truth? I don't care that he lied."

      Prosky took that in. He stared at the agitated kid sitting in his passenger seat.

      "You've got it bad, don't you?" Prosky asked.

      Connor swallowed hard. "I do."

      The immediate danger of the situation rushed back in. Connor lunged forward, reaching for the radio on the dash. "We have to call this in. We have to go back in there and arrest him."

      Prosky’s hand shot out. His thick fingers clamped over Connor’s wrist with surprising strength, shoving his hand away from the radio.

      "You better be damn sure you want to do that," Prosky hissed. "Think it through. You call this in, Major Crimes takes it. They send SWAT. They establish a plainclothes perimeter, try to isolate him, and maybe—maybe—they manage to take a guy like The Ghost alive without turning that cafe into a slaughterhouse."

      Connor froze, his hand trembling against the dash.

      "But assume the best," Prosky pressed on. "Assume they cuff him and nobody gets shot. Then what? The math doesn't change just because the target did. It's still an illegal search. Fruit of the poison tree. A judge throws the garrote and the rest out, and the Ghost walks free. And who do you think he goes after when he pieces together exactly how you saw his kit, standing bare-assed in his boyfriend’s apartment? What happens to Drew then? And all of that is before IA buries you for official misconduct."

      "So what do we do?" Connor asked, his voice shaking. "I can't just leave Drew in there."

      "We let the professionals handle it," Prosky said, resting a heavy hand on Connor’s shoulder. "I have a guy in Major Crimes who owes me. We talk off the books. I give him the name, explain you’re a good cop, made a rookie mistake. Explain… the situation. They build a clean case backward, pull traffic cams, subpoena cell towers. Parallel construction."

      Connor blinked, desperate to grasp the lifeline.

      "They find a legal reason to arrest him," Prosky pressed, letting the logic sink in. "Your name never goes on a report. IA stays off your back, and the Ghost never finds out the tip came from his own bedroom. Your boy stays safe."

      Prosky wiped his face.

      "But for that to work, you do not contact him. At all," Prosky ordered. "If you reach out, you spook the target and sign Drew's death warrant. You sit on your hands and wait. Do you understand?"

      The rebellion gave way to a sinking helplessness. The image of Drew trapped alone with an executioner stole the air from Connor’s lungs.

      He looked out the windshield at the cafe.

      "I understand."

      Prosky let out a long exhale and kicked the cruiser's footwell. "Fourteen months to my goddamn pension," he muttered. He shifted the car into drive and pulled away from the curb.

      Just on the other side of the plate-glass window, Danny sat still at the bar. He watched the cruiser pull away.

      He wasn't calculating whether the cop had seen the inside of the dresser drawer. He was playing back the last sixty seconds of human interaction.

      He had seen the way the giant cop looked at Drew. The panic in Gallagher's eyes hadn't been fear for his own life. It had been a protective terror for Drew. And Danny had seen the way Drew looked back.

      The glance had been tiny, but to a trained observer, it was undeniable proof.

      It wasn't a cheap thrill. It wasn't just sex. It was real.

      The giant loved him. And Drew loved the oaf back.

      A cold finality settled over Danny's chest. He was losing Drew's heart. And that was a theft he could not allow. It demanded a beautiful, devastating conclusion.

      He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and withdrew his encrypted phone. His thumb moved across the screen, drafting a message directly to Rossi.

      Mr. Rossi, he typed. Per favore, if your private box is unoccupied this Saturday, I would consider it a great personal honor to use it. I wish to celebrate the successful conclusion of the Seattle contract with my partner.

      He set the phone face-up on the bartop.

      The cafe was silent. Drew and Carmen stood frozen behind the espresso machine, watching him as the seconds ticked by, bracing for the fallout.

      A moment later, the screen illuminated the dim bar with a reply.

      It is yours, Danny. Enjoy the music.

      Danny slipped the phone back into his pocket. He slowly rotated on his stool, turning his back to the window. He smoothed his features into a placid, perfectly calibrated mask.

      "Amore," Danny said, giving no clue that he knew whose hand he had just shaken, or that anything had happened at all.

      "Yeah?"

      "Did you pick up the suit from the tailor? The navy one I bought you for your birthday?"

      Drew blinked, thrown off by the question. "Um. Yes. It's in the closet. Why?"

      Danny offered a soft, private smile that didn't reach his icy blue eyes.

      "We are going out," Danny murmured. "Mr. Rossi has offered us the use of his private box seats on Saturday. It is time to see Otello."
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      The patrol cruiser idled at the far edge of a parking lot in the Richmond District. Inside the cab, Connor gripped his knees, staring blindly out the windshield.

      Stan Prosky stood outside, leaning into the open window. "Sit tight," he grunted. "There’s a payphone by the laundromat. Secure line. Do not touch the radio, Gallagher. Do not get out of this car."

      When Prosky was fifty yards away, he walked right past the rusted payphone attached to the brick wall of the laundromat. He reached into the deep pocket of his patrol jacket and pulled out a cheap burner phone.

      He punched in the number from memory. It rang twice.

      "Pronto," an older man’s voice answered.

      "It’s Prosky. We have a problem with yesterday's leak. It's accelerating."

      On the other end of the line, Mr. Rossi paused. "I pay you to ensure my operations remain contained, Stan."

      "I am containing it," Prosky said, turning his back to the wind. "But my rookie just put a face to the holdback evidence. He saw your driver, Danny. Gallagher knows whose kit that was."

      A long silence stretched over the line. Rossi let out a slow sigh—the sound of a disappointed father.

      "Love," Rossi murmured. "It makes even the sharpest men sloppy. Danny brought his work home, and now the rot is spreading."

      "Gallagher wanted to kick the doors in and arrest him on the spot," Prosky said, pushing damp hair back from his forehead. "I talked him down. Reminded him of the math. Told him I was taking it to Major Crimes for parallel construction. I've got the kid on a leash, but he's panicked. If we don't put a lid on this, he blows the whistle. The DA gets enough probable cause to start pulling threads that lead right to your front door."

      "That will not happen," Rossi said. "The barista must be removed. The rookie must be removed."

      "There's another loose end," Prosky said, pressing a knuckle into his closed eye. "The freak behind the counter. She saw them together, knows Danny is the boyfriend. She knows too much."

      Rossi let out another weary sigh. "Take care of that afterward. Eliminate the primary threats first."

      "And your driver?" Prosky asked.

      "Danny is an investment," Rossi replied. "When a thoroughbred loses its focus on the track, you do not shoot it. You remove the distraction. Once the barista is gone, Danny will remember where his loyalties lie. We will clean up his mess for him, and he will return to the fold."

      "Understood. Just give me a time and a⁠—"

      "Saturday evening," Rossi cut in. "Danny requested the use of my private box at the War Memorial Opera House for a special date with his boy."

      Prosky frowned. "The Opera House? That's a public venue, Mr. Rossi. Too many witnesses."

      "The private boxes are secluded," Rossi corrected. "During the crescendo, every eye will be glued to the stage. A full orchestra will drown out the sound of a suppressed weapon."

      "What about Danny?" Prosky asked, his grip tightening on the plastic phone. "If I walk in there and draw down, your driver puts a bullet between my eyes before I can clear my weapon."

      "Danny will not be there," Rossi said. "I will summon him to the lobby right before the climax. At precisely 9:30, you will have a ten-minute window where the barista will be alone. You will enter the box with your rookie. You will take care of him, and then you will take care of the barista. Once it is done, you walk away. My crew will come in later to sanitize the room and remove the bodies after the final curtain drops. No mess, no witnesses."

      Prosky closed his eyes. "I'll have him there."

      "Make sure you do, Stan," Rossi warned. "Or I will let Danny handle your retirement."

      The line clicked dead.

      Prosky pocketed the burner phone. He adjusted his patrol jacket, smoothed his hair back into place, and walked back out of the fog.

      When he opened the driver's side door and slid into the seat, Connor jumped, turning to him with wide eyes. "Well? What did Major Crimes say? Are they going to help us?"

      Prosky reached over and clapped a heavy hand onto Connor's shoulder.

      "Take a breath, kid. They're going to help. But this thing is moving faster than I thought."

      Connor's chest hitched. "What do you mean?"

      "Major Crimes already had a flag on Danny for a RICO case. They’ve been surveilling him for weeks. You just handed them the missing piece that ties him to the Rincon Hill hit." Prosky looked his young partner dead in the eye. "They're accelerating the timeline. They're taking him down this Saturday."

      Connor let out a shaky breath, the explanation locking into place in his panicked mind. "Okay. Okay, good. So what's the plan? Where are they doing it?"

      "They're setting up a containment operation for Saturday night at the War Memorial Opera House."

      "How do they know he'll be at the Opera House?"

      "They have a wire on his dummy accounts," Prosky said. "He booked a private box."

      Connor blinked, thrown. "Stan, you just said we don't corner him in a public place. What about crossfire?"

      "They aren't hitting him in the seats," Prosky fired back. "Major Crimes isn't going to breach a confined space with a civilian inside. They're going to let us extract Drew first." Prosky squeezed his shoulder. "You might have just saved your boyfriend's life, Gallagher."

      Connor swallowed hard, a wave of relief washing over him. "So what do we do?"

      "We handle the extraction," Prosky said. "You and me. You’re the face the kid trusts. Your job is to walk into that box, grab Drew, and get him out."

      Connor frowned, his mind snagging on the logistics. "If Danny is in there with him, how do I just walk in and grab him without..."

      "Major Crimes is creating a window. Ten minutes where an undercover taps Danny to pull him into the lobby," Prosky lied. "Once we secure Drew during that window, Danny comes back to an empty box. When he leaves the building to look for him, the tactical boys tail him to an isolated location and take him down clean. You let me and Major Crimes worry about the logistics. The important thing is, we get your boy out alive. Understand?"

      Connor swallowed the rest of his doubts. The only thing that mattered was that he would get to save him.

      He let out a deep exhale. "Thank you for protecting him, Stan. And me too. Thank you."

      "Don't mention it," Prosky said. He shifted into drive and pulled out of the lot, driving them both straight toward the slaughter.
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      Connor paced the length of his scuffed hardwood floor in his boxers and an oversized gray t-shirt. He hadn't slept. His bare feet tracked the same anxious groove from the kitchen counter to the sofa, back and forth through the quiet Sunset District apartment.

      When his phone buzzed against the coffee table, he jumped, lunging forward to snatch it up.

      Drew: I’m sorry about yesterday morning. At the cafe. About everything. I didn't want you to think I was playing you. I’m just in a really complicated place right now.

      Connor stared at the glowing screen. Prosky’s warning rang loud in his head: You do not contact him. At all. But Drew was the one reaching out. He couldn’t leave him hanging to think Connor was angry. He needed Drew to trust him.

      Connor: You don't have to apologize. Are you okay?

      The typing bubbles appeared, vanished, and reappeared.

      Drew: He’s out for a while. I’m alone.

      Connor let out a breath. The tension in his broad shoulders dropped. Before he could type another reply, the screen shook.

      Incoming Call: Drew

      Connor fumbled the phone, nearly dropping it before his thumb slammed the green icon. He jammed the receiver to his ear.

      "Drew?"

      "I miss you," Drew blurted out. His voice was a little frayed. He let out a nervous, breathy laugh. "Is that stupid to say?"

      "What? No—no, god, no," Connor rushed out, his free hand clapping over his face in relief. "I miss you too."

      "I just wanted to hear your voice," Drew whispered. "I'm so sorry. I swear that's not who I am. It's just... it’s a really, really complicated time. He assumes things, and I just—I feel like I'm losing my mind."

      Connor closed his eyes. The instinct to shout into the phone nearly tore through him: Run. Get out of that apartment. Walk out the door right now and I will come get you.

      He clamped his jaw shut.

      If Connor told him to run and Danny came back early, or if there were eyes on the building, sudden flight was the most dangerous thing Drew could do.

      And if he tipped Drew off, Drew might panic. If Danny saw that, all bets were off. He might even decide Drew was a threat.

      As awful as it was, the absolute safest place for Drew to be was completely in the dark, believing everything was perfectly normal until the ten-minute window Stan had promised. Connor would extract him from the private box, and Major Crimes would quietly tail Danny to a safe location to make the arrest.

      "You don't owe me anything, Drew," he said, forcing his voice to stay calm and steady. "You don't have to explain it. I just want you to be safe."

      On the other end, Drew let out a long, tired exhale.

      "I haven't stopped thinking about the other night," Drew confessed softly. "I wish I could make this all up to you.” There was a tiny murmur of a laugh. “I wish we could do it again."

      Heat pooled low in Connor’s gut, immediate and unhelpful.

      He shoved his boxers down, his cock already thick against the red-gold trail of hair on his stomach. He slid down until the small of his back hit the sofa cushion, phone pressed to his ear. He wrapped his right hand around his cock with no finesse at all.

      "If I were there right now," Connor said, his voice dropping an octave, "we wouldn't be talking."

      Drew’s breath caught. "What would you do?"

      Connor dragged his thumb over the wet head of his cock. He raised his hand to spit into his palm and stroked himself hard, palming the head on every upstroke. "I’d pin you down on that mattress. Push your knees apart. Put my mouth on you until you were shaking and asking for it."

      Drew made a soft sound. There was rustling over the line as he shifted. "Keep going," Drew whispered. "Say more."

      "I’d slide into you so deep you’d feel it everywhere," Connor rasped, matching his strokes to the quickening sound of Drew's breath. "I’d hold you there. Keep you full. Fuck you slow until you came with me in you."

      "Fuck—Connor, please⁠—"

      It turned frantic fast. Connor’s hips snapped upward into his fist, skin slapping in the quiet room. On the line, Drew's breathing fractured into short gasps as they both chased the warmth of the other, desperate to bridge the cold distance between their apartments.

      "I've got you," Connor panted, his grip tightening, stroking faster as the friction burned. "I’m right here. Cum for me, Drew. Let me hear it."

      There was a short silence before Drew’s breath hitched faster. He let out a beautiful gasp. “Oh, fuck⁠—”

      The sound of it pulled Connor straight over the edge. His jaw locked, a deep groan tearing out of him as he spilled hard over his fist and stomach in thick, hot pulses. He kept stroking through it, dragging out the last spasm until his thighs shook and the sensitivity made him pull his hand away.

      For a long minute, there was nothing but the sound of two men breathing heavily over the line.

      Connor slid down to the floor, head tilted back against the sofa cushions, phone pressed to his ear. The mess cooled across his knuckles and the soft hair of his stomach. His heart was still slamming.

      He didn’t move to clean up. He just stared at the opposite wall, hand sticky, chest rising and falling, listening to Drew’s breathing even out.

      Drew spoke first, his tone quieter, weighted with sudden clarity.

      "I'm ending it with him," he whispered.

      Connor froze, the cum still warm on his fingers. "What?"

      "After tomorrow," Drew said softly. "He has this date planned for Saturday night. It’s really important to him. I owe him that. But after that... I'm done. I'm leaving him."

      Connor’s grip on the phone tightened. He knew exactly what was waiting at the Opera House. The ten-minute extraction window.

      "Drew," Connor said, every trace of heat gone, replaced by raw urgency. "Can you do something for me?"

      "Anything."

      Connor gripped the phone so tightly the casing creaked.

      "Please, just trust me," he pleaded into the dark. "Whatever happens... just trust me. After Saturday, everything is going to be fine."

      There was a hesitant pause. "Okay," Drew murmured, confusion in his voice. "Okay. Goodnight, Connor."

      "Goodnight, Drew."

      The line clicked dead.

      Connor stayed on the floor in the dark, cum drying on his stomach and between his fingers, the phone still warm in his other hand, desperate for Saturday to be over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-TWO

          

          
            THE INTERCEPT

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday dragged like a corpse.

      By seven o'clock, Connor was fighting a maroon tie around his thick neck, his blunt fingers fumbling the knot for the third time. He had tried to dress to blend in at the opera, or at least what he thought the opera looked like, in a black button-down over his vest and corduroys.

      He gave up on the tie, leaving the knot slightly crooked, and turned to the mattress where his leather shoulder rig rested. Beside it, his phone screen stayed black.

      I know things got complicated, he wrote in his head. But I want you to know I don't care about any of that. I'm still here. We'll talk more when I see you next. See you soon.

      But he knew the rules of an extraction. You maintain absolute operational security. The urge to text Drew was a physical ache in his chest, but they had spoken last night. Drew had promised to trust him. Connor just had to hold the line and wait for the clock to run down.

      He flipped the phone facedown on the comforter.

      Across the city in the Mission District, Drew slid into the tailored navy suit in his alcove closet.

      Out in the kitchenette, Danny poured two fingers of dark amaro into a glass. His black evening jacket fit his compact frame perfectly, the white cuffs shooting half an inch past his sleeves to conceal the leather shoulder rig.

      He enjoyed the quiet anticipation before a performance.

      On the counter next to the bottle, Drew’s phone sat silent and unguarded.

      Danny’s icy eyes slid toward it.

      Weeks ago, after watching Drew's reflection in the window to learn his passcode, Danny had quietly used it to register his own thumbprint into the device’s security settings. He set his glass down, picked up the phone, and pressed his thumb to the sensor.

      He bypassed Carmen's texts, tapping directly into the thread with Connor.

      Drew: He’s out for a while. I’m alone.

      Danny's jaw tightened.

      His eyes narrowed as he opened the call log. Just beneath the texts was an outgoing call to the cop. The duration read eighteen minutes.

      Eighteen minutes while Danny was out. In the dark.

      Any other night, it would be so easy to hunt the giant cop down and carve this problem out of his life permanently. But tonight was for Drew. A private box at the Opera House. A grand finale, taking himself and his boy out together to the tragic climax of Otello. A final gift.

      He didn’t have time to hunt the cop. But he could still break him. His thumb flew across the glass with clinical precision.

      Drew: Connor. Last night meant nothing. I was angry at Danny and I used you. I regret it. Danny is everything to me. Forget it ever happened. I know I will.

      Danny pressed send.

      A final knife in the dark, designed to haunt the giant forever once he heard the morning news. He watched the bubble turn blue. With two quick swipes, he deleted the text thread and the call log from Drew’s phone, setting the device back onto the counter exactly where he had found it.

      Danny crossed the studio to the dresser without a sound. He opened the top drawer, reaching past the socks to the black bag, opening it to reveal the tools of his trade.

      He checked the pistol's magazine, confirming it was topped off with subsonics. This was the instrument for tonight's final act, a swift, painless exit for Drew and then himself, timed perfectly to Verdi's aching strings. He slid the pistol into the holster beneath his jacket, and slipped the suppressor into his inner breast pocket. He would attach it when the house lights went down.

      His fingers brushed the coiled Kevlar garrote. He had no intention of using it on the boy he loved. That was unthinkable. But as a precaution, he slipped the lethal loop into his opposite pocket.

      In the Sunset District, Connor had just slipped his arms through the leather straps of his holster when his phone buzzed against the comforter.

      He lunged for it, his thick fingers fumbling the device so it clattered against the nightstand before he finally managed to snatch it up.

      Connor. Last night meant nothing. I was angry at Danny and I used you. I regret it. Danny is everything to me. Forget it ever happened. I know I will.

      As Connor read the words, the blood drained from his face.

      He read the text again, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up.

      He thought about Drew. Beautiful. Laughing. Panting over the line last night.

      This text was ruthless and efficient.

      This wasn't Drew. It was the voice of an executioner.

      The Ghost had the phone. He knew everything.

      Connor’s heart slammed against his ribs.

      He shoved his Glock into the leather, grabbed a spare magazine from the nightstand, and jammed it into his pocket. He snatched a slightly too-small tweed jacket off the back of a chair and punched his arms into the sleeves.

      He didn't care what Prosky's contact in Major Crimes had planned for isolating the Ghost after the extraction window. He would do whatever it took to get Drew out.

      A moment later, Drew stepped out of the alcove. The navy suit fit perfectly, tailored to emphasize the broad lines of his shoulders. His chaotic golden-brown curls were swept back, making him look more beautiful than ever.

      He smoothed his lapels, looking up at the man who had bought it for him.

      "Well, how do I look?" Drew asked, his voice brightening a fraction.

      Danny smiled. He stepped close, his knuckles lightly brushing Drew's jaw as he moved to pull the tie  so it sat right against Drew’s throat.

      "Amore," Danny murmured, his voice smooth and lethally calm. "You take my breath away."

      Drew swallowed, a nervous smile flickering on his face. "Then I'm ready."

      The sun dropped below the fog line, casting the city in shadows as three men stepped out into the night, hurtling toward the inevitable crescendo.
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      Box 7 at the War Memorial Opera House was secluded, swathed in heavy red velvet and shadows. Down below, the mournful strings of Verdi’s Otello filled the cavernous theater, the fourth act building toward its climax.

      Drew sat in one of the plush, gilded chairs near the draped railing, his fingers picking anxiously at the cuff of his suit. Beside him, Danny sat dressed in his pitch-black evening jacket, looking entirely at ease in the dark. Danny reached over, his heavy hand covering Drew's to still the frantic movement.

      "Tranquillo," Danny murmured, his touch warm but immovable.

      Drew stared blankly at the brightly lit stage. He couldn't lie for another minute. He had to end this. Right now.

      He opened his mouth to speak, just as a muffled vibration buzzed against the fabric of Danny’s jacket.

      Danny reached in and withdrew his phone. He stared at the screen for a fleeting second. The time read exactly 9:30, and a new text message illuminated the screen from a single name: Rossi.

      Danny stared at the summons. An almost pitying smile touched his lips. Instead of replying to his boss, Danny pressed the power button, holding it down until the screen went black, and slipped the dead phone back into his pocket.

      He turned to Drew. "No interruptions tonight."

      Drew used the opening, turning in his seat to face him.

      "Danny," Drew started, his voice trembling slightly before he forced it steady. "I... I need to thank you. For everything. For the espresso machine, the gym, this suit... but we need to talk."

      Drew took a shallow breath. "When we met… I was completely adrift. You were so certain of everything. You made me feel safe. But it's too much, Danny. The intensity... I can't breathe in it. I need to laugh again." He steeled himself to drop the axe. "I need to end it."

      "I know, amore," Danny interrupted. His baritone was smooth, cutting through the booming operatic score.

      Drew froze. "You know?"

      "I know about the cop," Danny said softly. "The clown."

      The floor seemed to drop out from beneath Drew's feet.

      "That's not it," Drew stammered, his heart hammering against his ribs. "I mean, he is, but this is me. This is about me⁠—"

      "I read the messages on your phone," Danny continued, his voice devoid of anger. "But you do not need to worry anymore, my love. I have already taken care of the distraction."

      Drew's blood ran cold. "What?" he choked out, pressing his spine back into the velvet chair. "Danny, what are you talking about?"

      "I forgive you," Danny murmured, his tone utterly serene. "Because I love you."

      "Love me?" Drew said quietly. "You don't even know me. He knows more about me after one night than you do in all these months."

      Danny shifted his weight, his hand tightening over Drew’s into an inescapable cage. The movement caused the lapel of his tailored jacket to part, revealing the dark leather shoulder holster.

      A horrifying clarity washed over Drew as he thought of the pale, jagged scars on Danny's ribs and back, the ones Danny had dismissed as childhood soccer injuries. They weren't sports injuries. They were the marks of a lifetime of violence. Drew had been so wrong about everything.

      Drew opened his mouth, the instinct to scream for help rising in his throat.

      Danny let go of Drew's hand, drawing the matte-black pistol from the leather. He didn't point it at Drew, merely rested the heavy weapon on his own thigh. He saw the naked terror blooming in Drew's eyes, and a flicker of genuine regret crossed his composed features.

      "I had planned to do this without you seeing. I am sorry," Danny whispered, his face settling back into a portrait of absolute tranquility. "But shh. Don't ruin the music."

      The scream died in Drew's throat.

      With his free left hand, Danny reached into his inner breast pocket and withdrew the cylinder of the suppressor. He made no move to turn the pendant at his chest away. The Holy Mother could witness this. She would welcome them soon enough.

      "The world is too chaotic, Drew," Danny murmured, his voice dropping into a dark gravity. "It is too ugly. It ruins beautiful things. But that stops tonight."

      Drew’s breath caught.

      Below them, the orchestra was climbing, the tension in the strings pulling tight.

      "This is our grand finale," Danny whispered. "I saved this piece of music for us, amore. A last gift. I always knew it would end like this. Then we can be together forever. In perfect peace."

      The suffocating weight of Danny's devotion finally made terrifying sense. This wasn't just a breakup. It was a murder-suicide.

      "Danny," Drew whispered. "You're crazy. You're really crazy."

      Drew forced his breathing to steady, locking his gaze with Danny’s. He slid his right hand slowly into his suit pocket.

      "I love you," Drew lied, desperate to buy time. His voice cracked perfectly to sell the illusion. "I love you, Danny. Please don't do this."

      Danny’s expression softened just a fraction, a dark affection in his eyes as he held the steel cylinder in his left hand, his right hand adjusting his grip on the pistol to begin threading them together.

      "Patience, amore," Danny murmured. "The final chord is almost here. Just close your eyes and listen to the strings."

      "I'm not waiting for the music, Danny," Drew breathed.

      Danny’s brow furrowed, a flicker of confusion breaking his calm.

      Drew ripped his hand from his pocket and swung in a desperate arc. The brass knuckles slammed into the sharp line of Danny’s jaw. The metal against bone cracked.

      The explosive surprise of the strike and the sheer weight of the solid metal caught the hitman off guard. Danny collapsed backward, crashing hard into the floorboards of the box.

      Gasping for air, Drew scrambled out of his chair. He threw his weight against the oak door, bursting out of the suffocating darkness and stumbling blindly into the glaring, crystal-lit corridor of the mezzanine.

      Disoriented by the sudden light and the frantic pounding of his own pulse, he spun wildly. To his left, the grand staircase swept down toward the main foyer. It meant crowds, ushers, and safety.

      But Danny had just confessed to taking care of Connor. Drew needed to call the cop. He needed to hear his voice, to know he was alive. He needed somewhere quiet to dial the number.

      He took a half-step toward the stairs before freezing. The lobby was too obvious. Across the corridor were two windowless doors, wallpapered to fade into the wall. One was marked with a faint brass plaque reading Backstage Access, the other Service & Staff Only.

      Desperate for a quiet stairwell, Drew shoved his weight against the service door and slipped out of sight.
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      The heavy fire doors at the far end of the mezzanine corridor were propped open just a fraction of an inch.

      In the dim stairwell behind them, Connor Gallagher rested his hand tightly on the grip of his holstered Glock, the heavy leather of his shoulder rig pressing hot against his ribs. Sweat beaded at his hairline despite the cool air of the concrete stairwell.

      He checked the glowing face of his watch.

      9:36 PM.

      "He's late," Connor whispered, his voice tight. "Stan, the window was supposed to open at 9:30. He hasn't left the box."

      Stan Prosky leaned against the cinderblock wall, tracking the second hand of his own watch.

      "Hold tight," Prosky grunted. "The Ghost will get his text, and he’ll step out. Just stay tight. When that door opens and the hitman heads for the lobby, we move in and grab the kid."

      Despite his forced calm, even the veteran cop looked troubled by the delay.

      Connor swallowed hard, staring through the narrow crack in the door at the empty hallway. But a sickening knot of wrongness was twisting in his gut.

      "Stan, where’s your radio?" Connor breathed, glancing at his partner's empty lapels. "We don't have earpieces. You haven't checked in with tactical since we parked. If Major Crimes is in the lobby, how do they know we're in position?"

      Prosky didn't look at him. "Radio silence, kid. Left the brick in the glovebox. We don't risk open-channel static when a ghost is ten feet away. Major Crimes has the perimeter locked. You just worry about the barista."

      Connor's jaw tightened. It violated every tactical protocol he had ever learned at the academy. Drew was in that box, sitting feet away from a man who crushed windpipes for a living, and Connor was flying blind.

      Another drop of sweat trickled down his temple.

      9:37 PM.

      The oak door to Box 7 banged open, hitting the wall with a muffled thud.

      Connor braced himself to move, fully expecting the pitch-black tuxedo of the assassin to step out and turn toward the grand staircase.

      Instead, a taller figure in a navy suit stumbled out.

      "Drew," Connor breathed. He instinctively pushed forward on the fire door, but Prosky’s arm shot out, barring his path.

      Everything was wrong.

      Drew was gasping for air, looking wildly disoriented under the glaring chandeliers. He spun in a frantic circle. Instead of running toward the grand staircase and the safety of the lobby, Drew bolted across the carpet, shoved his weight against a service door set flush into the wallpaper, and vanished.

      "What the hell is he doing?" Connor hissed, his pulse hammering. "He's going the wrong way!"

      Before Prosky could answer, the door to Box 7 moved again.

      Danny stepped out into the light.

      A dark trail of blood slid down The Ghost's chin, staining the crisp white collar of his shirt. A harsh, purple bruise was already blooming along the sharp line of his jaw.

      "What the fuck," Connor's numb lips whispered.

      Danny paused for a fraction of a second. His icy blue eyes swept the mezzanine as he calculated his angles of retreat. He turned his back on the grand staircase and locked his gaze on the disguised doors directly across the hall.

      Shoving his weight against the Backstage Access door, Danny disappeared into the shadows.

      "I have to get him," Connor choked out. He shoved the fire doors open, drawing his weapon. "I have to get Drew⁠—"

      A heavy hand clamped down on Connor’s shoulder, yanking him backward.

      "Hold up, kid!" Prosky barked, hauling Connor back toward the stairwell. The veteran cop doubled over, clutching his right knee with a grimace. "I can't—I can't run like that anymore. My knees are shot."

      "Stan, I have to go!" Connor hissed, his eyes locked on the doors where both men had just disappeared.

      "I know, I know!" Prosky grunted, waving a hand dismissively. He looked his panicked young partner dead in the eye.

      "I can't take The Ghost in a foot chase," Prosky said, his voice gravelly. "You have the legs. You go after the hitman. Keep him off the kid, push him back toward the lobby."

      "But Drew—" Connor protested, his voice cracking. He couldn't leave Drew alone with that monster free.

      "Don’t worry about the kid," Prosky interrupted, giving Connor's shoulder a hard squeeze. "I can’t catch a ghost, but I can find a barista. I'll take care of him."

      Connor stood frozen for a split second, the conflict tearing at his chest. Every instinct screamed at him to run after Drew.

      But if Danny got away tonight, he would just regroup. Drew would never be safe.

      Whatever it takes, he had promised himself. Right now, whatever it took meant walking into the dark to find a professional executioner so Drew could get away.

      The tactical logic made perfect sense, and he trusted his partner to shield the boy. He gave Prosky a sharp, resolute nod. "Okay, Stan."

      Without another second of hesitation, the giant rookie turned and sprinted down the carpeted hallway. His boots thudded against the floor as he chased the assassin through the backstage doors.

      Prosky stood alone in the quiet corridor.

      As soon as Connor disappeared around the corner, Prosky stood up straight.

      Danny would most likely finish the job for him. If the rookie somehow walked back out of those wings alive, Prosky would just put two in his chest and let Rossi’s crew clean up. Either way, the liability was contained.

      Prosky reached beneath his jacket and pulled an unregistered drop gun from the small of his back, a sterile Glock with the serial numbers filed clean off and a suppressor already screwed tightly to the barrel.

      He chambered a round with a dull, metallic clack. He turned and headed straight for the unmarked service door, ready to make good on his promise to take care of the barista.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-FIVE

          

          
            THE EQUALIZER

          

        

      

    

    
      Drew stumbled into the dimly lit service corridor, leaving behind the plush carpeting and gold-leaf of the Opera House. The floors were cold concrete, and the walls were lined with exposed pipes and velvet stanchions. There, the thundering music of the orchestra muffled to a low, vibrating hum.

      He pressed his back flat against the concrete wall, his chest heaving, his right hand throbbing from where the brass knuckles had connected with Danny’s jaw.

      Danny was insane. Not just intense, but insane.

      Drew’s mind was spinning so fast he felt dizzy. He plunged his trembling left hand into his pocket and pulled out his phone, his thumb swiping to unlock the screen.

      He had to call Connor. He had to hear his voice, to know the giant cop was actually still alive. And if Connor answered, Drew had to warn him that Danny was an armed psychopath.

      "Put the phone away, kid."

      Drew threw himself back against the wall and gasped, his head snapping up.

      Stepping out from the shadows was Stan Prosky. In plain clothes, out of context, but instantly recognizable.

      Relief washed over Drew in a sudden, crashing wave. "Stan? Oh my god, thank god. What are you doing here? We have to call Connor. Danny—he’s completely crazy, he's armed⁠—"

      "Gallagher’s fine," Prosky interrupted, his gravelly voice flat.

      Drew froze.

      Prosky raised his right hand. The elongated, suppressed barrel of the unmarked pistol was leveled directly at Drew’s chest.

      "Stan?" Drew breathed, his voice cracking. "What are you doing?"

      "Cleaning up a mess," Prosky grunted, taking a step forward. "Nothing personal. But Rossi pays me a lot of money to make sure his operations stay quiet."

      Drew stared at the gun, the reality clicking into place. The police weren't here to save him. The police were here to bury him.

      "You’re crazy. You’re all crazy," Drew whispered, his hand with the phone dropping to his side. "Connor... Where’s Connor?"

      Prosky let out a tired sigh. "Gallagher’s a good kid. But he’s a boy scout. He couldn't leave well enough alone. Right now, he's chasing your boyfriend backstage." Prosky’s mocking tone was almost a laugh. "You really didn't know, did you? Your boy is Rossi's hitman. A professional killer."

      Drew’s stomach twisted as the final puzzle pieces of Danny's life snapped into place.

      "Danny'll put two in his chest, or I will," Prosky continued flatly, "and Rossi’s men will dump him in the Bay by midnight."

      Drew’s mouth opened, the frantic instinct to scream for help rising in his throat. But Prosky’s finger tightened ever so slightly on the trigger. If Drew screamed, the dirty cop might shoot him right here in the stairwell. And if Drew died, there was no one left to warn Connor. He had to stay alive.

      Drew clamped his mouth shut, swallowing the panic.

      "He's your partner!" Drew choked out instead, his stomach twisting.

      "He’s a liability," Prosky corrected coldly. He closed the distance between them, stepping within arm's reach. "And you're coming with me. Turn around and put the phone away. We're going back to the box now. Make this easy on yourself."

      Prosky looked at him with plain contempt, seeing nothing but a helpless, soft barista in a borrowed suit. He reached out, grabbing Drew roughly by the shoulder to spin him around.

      "Okay, okay."

      Drew’s left hand slid the phone into his pocket. His fingers reached deeper until they tightened around the textured rubber grip. His thumb blindly found the safety switch.

      Before Prosky could even register the movement, Drew’s hand pulled out and slammed the heavy, two-pronged device directly into the center of the cop's chest. The prongs bit through his thin civilian shirt to meet bare flesh, and Drew clamped down on the trigger.

      The loud CRACKLE of high-voltage electricity shattered the quiet of the corridor.

      Prosky’s eyes rolled back, his massive body seizing. His arms jerked inward, and the Glock slipped from his twitching fingers, clattering with an echo onto the concrete floor.

      Prosky let out a strangled groan, but Drew kept the trigger pinned, his teeth gritted, burying the stun gun into Prosky’s chest until the cop’s weight collapsed, dragging them both down.

      Drew finally released the trigger and pushed back up to stand, gasping for air.

      Stan Prosky hit the concrete floor, the back of his head cracking sharply against the ground. His eyes were unfocused and his limbs twitching. The unmarked pistol lay inches from his spasming hand.

      Without hesitating, Drew lashed out with his dress shoe, kicking the weapon. The heavy metal skittered loudly across the concrete, sliding safely out of Prosky's reach.

      He stared down at the crumpled, heavy-set man wearing the official badge of the San Francisco Police Department.

      "You really are all bastards," Drew spat between heaving breaths, his chest burning as he glared down at the dirty cop. "Especially you, you piece of shit."

      The ringing in Drew’s ears faded as the wave of adrenaline abruptly crested and broke, leaving Drew stranded in the terrifying reality of what he had just done.

      "Oh my god," Drew breathed, his hands flying up to cover his mouth. "I just tased a cop."

      His confident theorizing completely evaporated, but the image of Connor walking into a slaughter snapped him out of it. Drew dropped to one knee.

      "Come on," he hissed, his hands shaking as he fumbled at Prosky's leather belt, hoping for zip ties. "You've got to have something on here, you pig."

      His fingers finally caught on a small handcuffs pouch. He unsnapped it and yanked out the restraints. Prosky let out another weak, breathy groan, his eyes tracking Drew.

      Working frantically, Drew dragged Prosky's heavy right arm toward the wall. He ratcheted one of the metal cuffs around the dirty cop's wrist, and snapped the other end securely around an exposed industrial water pipe bolted to the concrete.

      He stood up and looked at the fallen Glock, lying there on the cold floor.

      "Fuck."

      His trembling fingers wrapped around the grip. It was heavy and cold.

      He shoved up from the floor, turned away from the unconscious cop, and sprinted back out into the halls of the Opera House. He had to find the giant before Danny did.
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      The backstage of the War Memorial Opera House was a labyrinth of canvas backdrops, rigging lines, and shadows. Beyond the massive velvet curtains, the soaring chorus of Verdi’s Otello shook the floorboards.

      Connor moved through the dark wings, his service weapon drawn, his breathing barely controlled. He had already discarded his jacket. His black dress shirt was wet in the pits and under his Kevlar, his undershirt clung to his spine. He tried to run the wall, pressing his back against a solid surface to cover his blind spot, but the wall gave way with a rustle. It was just a suspended canvas drop. The tactical rules meant nothing in this labyrinth.

      He strained his ears for the wail of approaching sirens or the thud of SWAT boots hitting the floorboards.

      The extraction plan had blown up the second Drew walked out of that box instead of Danny. Stan should have gotten to Drew and then called for emergency backup. They should be swarming the building right now.

      But there was nothing.

      No flashing blue lights. No crackle of police radios.

      The most damning proof was the music itself.

      The operatic score continued to boom, uninterrupted. If Stan had actually called Major Crimes for help, they would have brought the house lights up, stopped the orchestra, and evacuated the theater to lock down the active shooter. The fact that the performance was allowed to continue meant no one had called for the cavalry.

      Whatever was going on with Stan, Connor was completely on his own.

      His Kevlar vest felt impossibly heavy, making it hard to breathe, while the booming opera music filled his ears. He swept his weapon past a rack of Renaissance costumes, his mossy green eyes straining in the dim light.

      "Danny!" Connor yelled, his voice swallowed by the orchestra pit. "It's over! The building is surrounded!"

      It was a desperate, hollow bluff, but it was all he had. He just needed to draw the killer away from the corridors.

      He spun toward a narrow corridor of scaffolding, blinking the stinging sweat from his eyelashes. Finding nothing, he blew out a heavy breath and lowered his arm, just slightly.

      In that fractured second, a shadow detached itself from the rigging to Connor’s left.

      Connor spun, bringing his weapon up, but Danny moved like lightning. His left hand struck Connor’s wrist with bone-jarring precision, sending the police-issue Glock clattering across the wooden floorboards.

      Simultaneously, Danny drove his heel into the side of Connor’s knee.

      "Aggh!" Connor let out a raw shout as the joint buckled. The massive cop crashed down hard, his vest hitting the wooden planks while his jaw cracked against the floorboards, jarring his skull.

      Before he could even twist away to defend himself, Danny was behind him. A knee jammed into the center of Connor’s spine, and he felt the sudden, terrifying whisper of friction as the Kevlar cord slid around his throat.

      Connor’s survival instinct was faster than his footwork. His hands flew up to his own neck as Danny pulled back, jamming the thick fingers of both hands between the high-tensile cord and his windpipe.

      When the lethal torque came—the violent yank meant to collapse the arteries—the Kevlar cord cut into Connor's fingers, burning through the flesh as Danny applied the crushing pressure. Even with his fingers shielding his throat, the force of the cord drove Connor's own knuckles backward, crushing his trachea, while the sides of the loop clamped his carotid arteries shut.

      Connor gasped, his mouth gaping open in a desperate, wet gurgle. His legs thrashed in a blind panic, his shoes clapping against the wooden floorboards as he frantically tried to find his footing, his blown-out knee dragging uselessly as he tried to buck the hitman off his back.

      Warm blood seeped from his torn fingers, dripping down his neck. His face flushed a brilliant, burning red, rapidly darkening into a mottled, terrifying purple as the blood flow to his brain was cut off.

      "You are a clumsy, stupid boy," Danny hissed through gritted teeth, his lips curling. The hitman’s voice was remarkably calm, save for his shallow breaths. In the distance, the operatic score boomed. "You wandered into a world you do not understand, and you put your hands on something that belongs to me."

      Connor gritted his teeth, his forearms shaking as he tried to pry the cord away, but Danny had all the leverage. Connor’s vision began to swim with dark spots, his lungs burning like fire.

      "I had planned to give this final gift to the two of us tonight," Danny murmured, bearing down harder on the cord as the orchestra climbed toward its crescendo. "A beautiful, perfect tragedy. But now I see that this piece of music was always meant for you."

      Beneath the hitman's knee, Connor let out a weak, wet gurgle. His arms began to go limp, his bloodied fingers slipping a fraction of an inch against the tight cord.

      "I will leave you to die in the dark, Officer," Danny whispered intimately into his ear. "And then I will take my boy away, and we will disappear."

      "Danny, let him go!"

      Drew’s shaky voice echoed through the scaffolding.

      Danny froze. He didn’t release the cord completely, but the brutal tension eased just a fraction, enough for Connor to drag in a ragged, whistling breath.

      Danny looked up.

      Standing ten feet away was Drew. In his trembling hands, he was pointing Stan Prosky's Glock directly at Danny’s chest.

      "Drew," Danny said softly, a dark warmth flooding his voice despite the weapon aimed at him. "Put that down. You don’t know how to use it."

      "I took down a cop in the service corridor," Drew said, his teeth chattering, but his aim locked on Danny's heart. "I took the safety off. Let him go. Now."

      Danny stared at the boy he loved. A soft, tragic smile touched the hitman's bruised lips.

      "Glocks do not have manual safeties, amore," Danny murmured. A drop of sweat beaded and fell off his nose, landing on the dying cop at his feet.

      Beneath Danny's knee, Connor let out a weak, agonizing wheeze. His bloodied fingers slipped another fraction of an inch as his eyes rolled back.

      Drew’s breath hitched, his eyes darting from Connor to Danny. He gripped the heavy weapon tighter, his finger sliding over the trigger. "Danny, I’ll do it."

      Danny almost laughed.

      The orchestra hit the shattering peak of the crescendo, a massive wave of sound that vibrated through the wooden floorboards and rattled the canvas rigging.

      As the music crested, Danny looked at Drew’s eyes, and his grip faltered.

      It didn't matter that Drew was bluffing, or that he didn't know how to shoot. The simple fact that the soft-hearted, beautiful barista was standing there in the dark, willing to commit murder to protect Connor Gallagher... that told Danny everything.

      It was a more tragically beautiful ending than the one he’d planned.

      With a smooth, practiced motion, Danny loosened his grip. He unwound the cord from Connor's bleeding fingers and stepped back as the music broke, beginning its slow, mournful descent.

      Connor collapsed forward, coughing horsely, dragging lungfuls of air into his chest as he rolled onto his side. His bruised face slowly began losing its terrifying purple hue.

      Drew lowered the gun, just slightly.

      Danny let the bloodied cord dangle loosely from his right hand, as he pushed his dark hair back off his forehead with his left. He looked at Drew for a long, agonizing moment. The bloody bruise on his jaw from the brass knuckles throbbed.

      "You deserve to laugh, amore," Danny whispered softly.

      He turned his icy blue eyes down to the cop coughing on the floorboards, waiting until he could catch Connor's glazed, watering eyes.

      "Take care of him," Danny ordered, his baritone uncompromising. "If you fail to protect him... there is nowhere on this earth I will not find you."

      Connor, still gasping for breath, looked up as Danny turned back to Drew one last time.

      "Addio."

      As the final, heavy timpani rolled in the orchestra pit, signaling the end of the performance, Danny took a step backward into the deep shadows of the rigging.

      Drew blinked, his hands still gripping the pistol, but the space where the hitman had just been standing was completely empty.

      Danny was gone.

      Connor dragged himself up on his arms, wincing in pain.

      Drew finally lowered the weapon. He stumbled forward and fell to his knees beside Connor, throwing his arms around his sides to help him balance.

      For a long, silent moment, there was nothing but the sound of their breathing in the dark. Then, Drew let out a weak, breathless sound of sheer disbelief. A shaky laugh.

      Connor let out a wheeze of his own, dropping his heavy head against Drew's shoulder as the final, dying chords of the opera washed over them.
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      Two months later…

      The little brass bell above the cafe door gave one final jingle with the last customer of the day, shutting out the cool San Francisco air.

      Carmen flipped the sign to Closed and threw the deadbolt. "Thank god," she sighed, leaning her back against the glass. "I thought that line was going to be the end of me."

      Drew reached over and cranked up the volume on New Order's Bizarre Love Triangle on the iPod playlist that had been fueling his afternoon.

      He grabbed a damp rag, pausing for just a second to glance up at the exposed brick. The wall that had been bare months ago now held three of his own oil canvases, with small handwritten price tags tucked neatly into the bottom corners.

      "Quitting time!" he called out to the back room, wiping down the bartop while Carmen stepped behind the counter to flush the La Marzocco's group heads.

      From the kitchen, a massive figure ducked under the doorframe. The gold hair on the new baker’s forearms was dusted white with flour, and a smudge of cocoa powder streaked his cheek. He wore a snug t-shirt that read PROTECT THE DOLLS.

      He wiped his hands on his canvas apron, looking immensely proud of the empty glass display case out front.

      "Last slice of the buckwheat banana bread went at two-thirty," Carmen announced over the hiss of the espresso machine.

      Connor’s blond eyebrows shot up. "Really? I'll make more tomorrow," he said. His voice carried a new gravelly rasp, a lingering souvenir from the crushed cartilage in his throat. "I was thinking about trying mini-loaves. And oatmeal blueberry lemon ones. We can wrap them in parchment and..."

      Drew stood quietly at the bar, watching him as the words drifted into the background.

      It was hard not to remember how Connor had limped out of the opera house when the police finally arrived. Or the grueling police statements that lasted until dawn. Or the bandaged fingers—two on one hand, three on the others—or the mottled purple bruises of burst capillaries that had masked Connor's face for weeks.

      And yet, there he was. Whole and healthy, leaning relaxed against the counter with just a few faded, pale pink scars on his fingers and throat to show for it.

      Drew picked up a stray newspaper from the counter to recycle. His eyes caught the bold headline above the fold. It was another update on the grand jury investigation into Rossi's syndicate.

      "Looks like Prosky is officially singing," Connor noted, glancing over.

      Drew slid the paper across the bar.

      "He'll save his own skin," Connor added, shifting his weight off his braced knee. "But dismantling Rossi's empire... that's going to take years."

      "Sorry to miss it?" Drew murmured.

      Connor paused, rubbing flour between his thumb and forefinger. "Maybe a little," he admitted, a wistful edge softening his voice. "But my department shrink told me I need to focus on the things I can actually control. And right now, I'm exactly where I want to be."

      Drew nodded, dropping the paper into the recycling bin beneath the counter.

      They were safe. Prosky was pleading, Rossi was under siege. And Danny had simply vanished into the shadows of the rigging, keeping his final unspoken promise to disappear and let them live.

      "Drew. Earth to Drew!" Carmen bumped her hip against his as she slid a stack of receipts into the till, pulling him out of the memory.

      Drew blinked, shaking off the ghost of the opera house, and stepped back to let her pass.

      "You know," Drew teased, leaning against the counter. "I really never pictured myself dating a guy who used to carry a badge. It goes against my entire aesthetic."

      "Well," Connor shrugged, a slow grin spreading across his face. "I figured baking was a much better career path."

      Drew laughed. "It suits you. Plus, you look a lot hotter in an apron than Kevlar."

      "Alright, that's enough. Wrap it up, you two. Get out," Carmen interrupted, waving a hand at them from the register.

      Drew looked over his shoulder. "I still have to sweep the front and take out the compost⁠—"

      "I'll do it," Carmen insisted, shooing them toward the door. "I have a date at six with the girl from the bookstore. I need you both out of my hair so I can clean up in peace so I can center myself."

      Drew's face lit up. "Wait, the girl with the cool glasses? You finally asked her out?"

      "Yes. It may have escaped you, but I’m not just here to be your sassy supporting character. I have my own story and my own music to blast. And if you ruin this, so help me I’ll give you every worst shift for the next six months," Carmen threatened, fighting a giddy smile. "Now go!"

      "Kitchen is scrubbed and put to bed," Connor offered, untying his apron. "Come on, barista. Let the boss work."

      Drew untied his own apron, tossing it onto the counter. He grabbed his denim jacket from the coat rack, while Connor pulled a heavy zip-up hoodie with a faded Bronski Beat logo over his broad shoulders. Drew walked around the counter and met Connor at the door.

      "Have fun on your date!" Drew called out as Connor unlocked the deadbolt.

      "Get out!" Carmen yelled happily, already plugging her own phone into the sound system. The 80’s synth-pop was instantly cut off, replaced by the joyful beat and horns of Selena's Bidi Bidi Bom Bom.

      Connor swung the glass door open. Drew smiled, grabbing Connor's large, scarred hand, and together they stepped out of the quiet cafe and into the cool San Francisco afternoon.
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      The moment the deadbolt clicked shut on Drew’s Mission District studio, the playful energy of the afternoon boiled over.

      Drew hit the power switch on the Macintosh amplifier, dropping the turntable needle onto a twenty-minute white-label edit of The Cure's Just Like Heaven.

      Connor’s hands were immediately on Drew’s waist, nuzzling into his neck.

      "I still can't believe you let Carmen talk to you like that," Drew teased, as Connor’s hands slid under the hem of his vintage t-shirt. "You used to stare down armed suspects for a living."

      "Carmen is way scarier," Connor muttered against his skin. "And she signs my paychecks."

      Connor spun him around to kiss him, and Drew's hands grabbed the collar of the hoodie, pulling the heavy fabric over the giant's head. It caught on his nose twice before it finally came off, freeing Drew’s fingers to tangle in the soft, red-gold hair at the nape of his neck, his thumbs gently tracing the pink marks at the sides of Connor's throat.

      Drew blindly tossed the hoodie over his shoulder. It sailed past a tall wooden easel set up in the corner, miraculously missing his freshly started oil canvas and a messy tray of paints.

      Connor backed him up against the wall, his mouth capturing Drew’s in a hot, breathless kiss. The physical weight of the former cop was entirely thrilling. Connor’s hands slid down Drew's sides, shoving down his jeans. Drew returned the favor, pulling Connor's down to his calves.

      Connor tried to take a confident step toward the mattress. The denim immediately pulled taut against his shins, resulting in an ungraceful, shuffling lurch that nearly sent them both toppling to the floor.

      "Shoes. Shoes," Connor muttered.

      They bent to untie and kicked them off in a series of thuds. Seeing Drew bent over in just his briefs, Connor hoisted him up by his hips, huffing as he carried him to the bed like a giggling wheelbarrow.

      "Put me down, you giant idiot!" Drew laughed.

      "Gladly," Connor answered as he dropped Drew onto the mattress, clambering onto him.

      They hit the sheets in a tangle of limbs. Connor was a furnace of heat, kissing his way down Drew’s body with deliberate thoroughness—throat, chest, the line of his stomach—until he could take him into his mouth.

      He was incredibly good at this: steady suction, the exact right pressure of his tongue, one hand wrapped firmly around the base while the other held Drew’s hip securely in place. Drew’s fingers slid into the short red-gold hair and stayed there, his hips lifting in small, helpless movements. Connor hummed around him and took him deeper, patient and focused, until Drew was breathing hard and tugging him back up.

      "Inside," Drew gasped. "I want you inside."

      Connor reached for the lube, his knuckles clipping the bedside lamp and knocking it onto its side with a sharp clatter. Connor winced, but Drew just laughed breathlessly, pulling him back down. He worked Drew open carefully, the thick scarred fingers curling inside him, stretching him until Drew was restless and pushing back onto his hand with soft, frustrated sounds.

      "That’s it," Connor murmured. "Open up for me. Just like that."

      Only then did he slick himself. Instead of settling entirely between Drew's thighs, Connor gently pulled him onto his side. He lifted Drew's top leg, hooking it securely over his own thigh, and pressed in from behind.

      The stretch was thick and perfect. The blunt head of him pushed past the tight ring of muscle. The dense weight of his cock filled Drew in one slide. Drew’s breath caught and he drew in a fistful of bed sheets as Connor filled him, hips flush, the soft curve of his stomach pressed against Drew’s lower back.

      Drew was already seeing stars, a broken little sound punched out of him as they both breathed the same air. Connor stayed there a moment, his forehead pressed against Drew’s head, letting him feel every inch.

      "Okay?" he asked, voice rough.

      "Yeah," Drew managed. "Move. Please."

      Connor began to move, throwing his weight so every inward thrust dragged over the exact place that made Drew’s breath catch and his toes curl. One hand held Drew’s hip open and steady, his other arm wrapped under Drew’s side, rough fingers kneading his pec and thumbing his nipple in time with the rhythm. Even from behind he stayed intimately close, Drew tilting his head back into the pillows to catch Connor’s hot, wet kisses, then dropping to rest while he groaned.

      "Feel so good," Connor murmured against the side of his neck, his raspy voice strained as his hips worked. The sweat began to bead on his brow. "Every time."

      When Drew reached down to stroke himself, Connor matched the pace exactly, thrusting deeper, the wet sound of skin striking skin filling the small apartment. His lips tightened, teeth bared with focus. There was absolutely nothing clumsy about this one thing, just the steady, highly capable way he fucked, adjusting the angle the second something pulled a softer, higher sound out of Drew.

      "Right there—don’t stop—" Drew gasped.

      "I’ve got you." Connor’s arm tightened around his chest. He fucked faster and harder, the bed frame rattling. "Come on. Let me feel it."

      Drew came first with a broken, open moan, spilling over his own fist while his body clenched tight and rhythmic around Connor’s hard cock. He whimpered as the climax rolled through him, Connor’s mouth hot and wet against his neck, still fucking him through every pulse.

      "Fuck me," Drew begged, voice wrecked. "Don’t stop—fill me up⁠—"

      Connor let go of the last of his control. He fucked him harder, using the full strength of his hips, the thick length of him driving deep and relentless until he buried himself fully with a  low groan and held there, pulsing hard as he flooded Drew inside.

      They stayed joined afterward, trading slower, lazier kisses while the aftershocks faded. Connor’s hand stroked absently over Drew’s stomach, smearing the mess without care.

      When he eventually eased out, the thick slide of it made Drew shiver.

      Connor rolled onto his back to grab a discarded t-shirt, but accidentally rolled off the bed with a loud, heavy thud, his knee brace clacking against the hardwood.

      “I’m okay!”

      He quickly jumped back in, making the old mattress exhale like it had been punched. He wiped them both off with care and settled his weight half on Drew, chest to chest.

      Drew tipped his face up and kissed the corner of Connor’s mouth, smiling warmly.

      "Why are you such a disaster?" he asked, barely suppressing a laugh.

      "Because I love you," Connor answered, plain and simple, his pale blond eyebrows coming down over his green eyes. "Isn’t that obvious?"

      Drew sighed happily. It was incredibly nice to hear again. "I guess loving you makes me a little blind."

      They kissed again, Connor's cock already surging thick and warm against Drew’s hip.

      "Except that," Drew gasped against his lips, feeling the semi press against him. "You’re very good at that."

      Connor’s answering grin was soft and a little proud. "I’ve got motivation."

      Drew lay tangled in the messy sheets, his skin flushed and his head resting safely against Connor's chest, listening to the steady, reassuring thud of his heartbeat.

      And then, the red-headed localized disaster area resumed his work.

      In the bathroom, a lightbulb popped and shorted out with a sharp zap. Out in the kitchenette, a plate Connor had precariously left balanced on the edge of the counter spontaneously gave into gravity, shattering against the floorboards. Outside the window, the sudden screech of tires announced a minor fender bender, followed by two drivers screaming at each other in the street.

      The remix had played out long ago. The turntable needle had hit the run-out groove of the EP, trapped in an endless pop-hiss, pop-hiss loop.

      Drew just laughed, entirely untroubled, and tucked his head happily under Connor’s chin, as the world spun on its clumsy, imperfect axis.
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      A freezing, coastal rain lashed against the floor-to-ceiling windows of a luxury penthouse overlooking the dark, glittering sweep of Dublin Bay.

      Inside, the room was immaculate and dead silent.

      Danny stood in front of a gilded mirror, adjusting the cuffs of a crisp dress shirt beneath his tailored suit. With his dark five o'clock shadow and pomaded hair, he looked every inch the wealthy European businessman, though passing tourists instinctively stepped out of his way without knowing why.

      He moved with that same liquid grace, every motion perfectly calculated. He smoothed the lapels, ensuring the dark fabric fell flawlessly over the suppressed weapon resting in his shoulder holster, the cool silver of his Madonna medal resting flush against his chest.

      Before stepping away from the glass, he reached for a sleek, encrypted phone resting on the marble vanity. The screen illuminated, displaying a high-resolution, long-lens photograph transmitted from a discreet contact in San Francisco just hours ago.

      In the image, Drew was standing on the sidewalk outside the cafe in his faded canvas apron. He was throwing his head back in a bright, genuine laugh while the red-haired giant beside him looked down at him with oafish adoration. Just behind them, Carmen leaned against the doorjamb. A second woman with thick-rimmed glasses joined her, their shoulders touching.

      Danny’s eyes softened. The dark possession that used to burn in his chest had settled into a quiet contentment.

      He had brought Drew to the opera intending to give him a final gift: the tragic, bloody final chord of Otello. Instead, he had gifted him something much rarer: Puccini’s Turandot. A masterpiece left unfinished, the last act untouched. By walking away, Danny had left the boy's ending wide open, the rest of his story beautifully unwritten.

      Still, it was good to check from time to time, to be sure.

      He reached up, his thumb gently tracing the very faint, white scar along the sharp line of his jaw, the only remaining evidence of a heavy brass knuckle. A fond, warm smile touched his lips.

      Drew was safe. He was happy. And as long as the giant treated him perfectly, Danny would remain in the shadows, ensuring nothing ever threatened that beautiful life.

      Danny locked the phone, slipping it into his breast pocket, and reached up to double-tap the white bud in his right ear.

      Today did not call for a tragedy. Instead, he had selected the overture to Rossini’s The Barber of Seville—something bright, sharp, and undeniably alive.

      As the brilliant, rapid sweep of the violins began to swell in his ear, Danny dropped his hand. He turned away from the mirror, stepping out of the light and disappearing into the shadows to go to work.
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      This is a story idea I’ve held onto for almost a decade. While the SFPD police procedures require a huge suspension of disbelief, I hope the spirit of the genre carries you through. A huge thank you to my friend Hayden for his invaluable help along the way.

      This story was shaped by a mix of inspirations: model David White’s vintage GQ cover sparked Danny’s look, the rom-coms of Drew Barrymore provided Drew’s chaotic energy and name, and Connor Maguire remains a tireless muse. I owe a debt to a messy movie trio: the very old and not very good Foul Play, the much better Married to the Mob, and the excellent Manhattan Murder Mystery.

      Thank you so much for reading. You might enjoy the official soundtrack, below.

      

      Love, Death and Lattes – Soundtrack on Spotify

      ●      Puccini – E lucevan le stelle (Tosca)

      ●      The Psychedelic Furs – Pretty in Pink

      ●      Bronski Beat – Smalltown Boy

      ●      Erasure – A Little Respect

      ●      Malcolm McLaren – L'oiseau Rebelle (Carmen)

      ●      The Jam – Town Called Malice

      ●      Squeeze – Tempted

      ●      Tears for Fears – Head Over Heels

      ●      Katrina and the Waves – Walking on Sunshine

      ●      Verdi – La donna è mobile (Rigoletto)

      ●      ABC – The Look of Love

      ●      Verdi – Niun mi tema (Otello, Act IV)

      ●      New Order – Bizarre Love Triangle

      ●      The Cure – Just Like Heaven

      ●      Rossini – Overture to The Barber of Seville

      ●      Selena – Bidi Bidi Bom Bom
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      Joseph Mercury is the author of Love, Death & Lattes and other stories about men becoming bigger, better, truer versions of themselves.

      A selection of ebooks are available at www.josephmercury.com.
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      You can download my library of free stories, writing as both Joseph Mercury and Boy Mercury X, at www.josephmercury.com

      Thank you for reading.
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