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Chapter 1
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Officer Jason Bell adjusted the belt on his hips. He still wasn’t used to carrying so much; handcuffs, sidearm, radio, flashlight, pepper spray, and baton. The first day he’d put it on, he’d felt like Batman with his utility belt, exciting and powerful, but now it felt heavy and he was sweating beneath the poly-wool blend of his uniform. He was still in long sleeves too, not yet having been given permission to wear short sleeves. All of which would have been fine if it weren’t the hottest Fourth of July they’d had for years. 

He'd been paired up with Sergeant Riley Holmes again, which he was pleased about. Riley was not a big woman, with short dark hair, but she exuded authority. She also wasn’t technically a training officer, or TO, and so he only got paired with her when they were short staffed, but she saw him as a human being, and not some sort of tool to be used as she saw fit like some of the others.

“Stop fidgeting, Bell. I know you’re hot, so am I, but we’re here to ensure public order and fidgeting doesn’t inspire confidence or order.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

A frown flickered across Holmes’ face, as though she was considering telling—again—that he didn’t need to call her ma’am, but she said nothing. Her eyes slid back to the festivities in Juniper Hollow, scanning the crowd for suspicious activity. 

The other reason he liked Riley was she was queer. Despite not having mentioned his sexuality to anyone at the station, they all behaved as though he had. His small stature and angular, elfin features didn’t help either. Riley wasn’t officially out at work, and hadn’t told him in so many words, but he’d seen her out with her girlfriend, a stunning redhead called Petra.  

“You got plans for later?” Riley asked. 

“Nah, I’m not much for big celebrations. Plus, all this standing out in the sun has taken it out of me.” He glanced at his watch, only a couple of hours till knockoff, then he’d trudge home to Hazelwood for a cold shower and an early night.

Riley turned to him, her mouth hitched in a half-smile. “You are a bit of a homebody, aren’t you?” 

He shrugged. 

“I might head to Jack’s Bar after work. Ward invited everyone who’s been on crowd duty. We might even get a free beer out of it.”

Watch Commander Ward wasn’t one to be generous in Jason’s experience. 

“I guess I could be convinced. Ask me again at the end of the shift.” He stood up a little straighter and tried to reframe his thoughts to include a couple of cold ones later. He wasn’t rostered tomorrow, and it might make him seem more like one of the boys to go. 

*
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Roman Eldritch stretched his neck, rolling it from one shoulder to the other, as he took a brief break from the hustle and bustle behind the bar at Jack’s. He’d accepted a double shift today, with Independence Day celebrations set to pack all the venues in San Destino, especially those on Providence Pier, like Jack’s. The sound system was cranking garish pop songs and new electronic tracks, neither of which was Roman’s style. He preferred the more elegant sounds of 40s and 50s jazz, but whenever he mentioned it to Patrice, the owner, she looked at him with her dead-eyed stare and he dropped the subject. 

It was probably fair enough, the crowd here weren’t interested in his anachronistic musical taste, but it did make those nights when the band were able to play all the more special. 

“Roman? Get your butt back out here, will you?” Patrice called, her booming voice carrying over the thumping music into the storeroom where he had been hiding out. He straightened up, tucked the tails of his black button-down shirt back into his black dress pants where they’d come loose, grabbed the bottle of bourbon he’d come in for, and walked out into the mêlée once more. 

“What can I get you?” he said, leaning over the polished wood bar to the next customer, a gorgeous young man, his short blond hair looking tousled, but not in a cool way—more like he’d been working hard. His angular face was accentuated by the smooth skin of his jaw. The patch between his eyebrows crinkled in concern, making him look a little like a deer in headlights. 

“Can I get two draft beers? I guess something light.” 

Roman narrowed his eyes, he looked very young. “Can I see your ID?” 

“Sure,” the young man reached back for his wallet and showed his ID, which indicated he was twenty-two. His name was Jason Bell, not that Roman should have been looking at that, but the name tickled something in the back of his mind.

“You sure that’s not a fake?” Roman asked, his lips curling into a grin at the startled look on the young man’s face.

“No, uh...” he stammered and looked over to the group of off-duty cops who were monopolizing one of the booths. 

“You’re with those guys? You seem young to be a cop.” This was too easy. Roman knew he shouldn’t tease the poor guy, but his face was so expressive.

“I’m still a rookie, but yeah, you can ask my colleagues if you think my ID is fake.”

“Don’t stress, Sunshine, I believe you. Two draft beers coming up.” He put his best friendly smile on and hoped the wolfish glee inside didn’t show through. He pulled two pale ales from the pumps a little way along the bar and brought them back to Jason.

“Here we are,” he said, plonking the two glasses on the bar and putting his hand out to take Jason’s cash. A large, ruddy-faced, ginger-haired man squeezed himself beside Jason and started clicking his fingers at Roman. 

Who taught this buffoon manners? Jason’s eyes widened a little at the man before he took a half-step back to allow him room. 

“I’ll be with you in just a moment, sir.” Roman turned to get Jason’s change and did his best to hide the annoyance towards this brutish, entitled man. When he returned, Jason took his change, nodded, and headed back towards the other off duty cops, but as he was behind the buffoon he rolled his eyes—it was a fleeting movement, but it made Roman smile. He always disliked people who thought they were better than servers. 

“What can I get you?” he asked the burly gentleman.

“I’m buying a round for the crew; I’ll have twelve of whatever Tinkerbell just bought.” 

It took everything in Roman’s power to keep his anger and disgust from showing on his face. Tinkerbell? What a nasty nickname for such an attractive young man. He hoped it was just a dig about his size and features, and not homophobic as well, though it wouldn’t surprise him either way. Cops had a reputation for treating minorities with utter disrespect. 

“Coming right up. I can bring them over if you like.” 

The large man nodded and paid with his card. Roman turned away to pull the beers for this oaf, allowing the action to distract and calm him. It was unusual for him to be so incensed on behalf of someone he’d barely exchanged words with, but there was something in those delicate features that brought out the protective streak in him. 

*
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Jason could have sworn he’d just shared something with the bartender; a mutual dislike of Ward’s attitude to service staff yes, but perhaps something more. He was never sure when someone was flirting with him. There was always a risk of misreading friendliness as attraction and, given his work colleagues weren’t officially aware of his sexuality, it seemed like the worst possible time to think about pursuing something.

The other cops from the shift were sitting like they owned the place, taking over a booth and dragging over chairs from nearby tables. They were boisterous and all several beers in by this stage. Jason had never felt comfortable at these gatherings, and would much rather have been at home, in a nice cool bath or with a chilled rosé, but whenever he refused his colleagues made such a fuss, he decided it was some sort of mandatory bonding. 

Apart from Riley, there were only a handful of female officers in the San Destino Police Department. The new Chief of Police, Brody Hale, was doing what he could to make the culture more welcoming, and Jason had seen posters around town trying to interest women in joining the force, but it hadn’t made much of a dent so far. Being small of frame, and closeted, Jason felt out of place in the male-dominated workplace, though on the job, it was usually just him and his training officer, which was more tolerable. In these social settings, the number of hyper-masculine men around him rose, as did his stress levels. It was one thing to be teased for being a bit camp, and not having a girlfriend, but if his colleagues knew he was gay, he expected the bullying to escalate. 

And yet, his thoughts went back to the man behind the bar, a few inches taller than Jason, with broad shoulders, dark brown hair, and almost golden hazel eyes. His stubble was trimmed neatly, and his black button-down shirt was open low enough to show off his impressive chest hair. Jason wondered what he smelled like; it should be woody, perhaps smoky—like a lumberjack, though he would probably smell like beer, and whatever cologne he was wearing.

“You doing anything on your days off, Bell?” Riley had appeared at his side. She seemed to have taken him under her wing since they’d spent a few shifts together. 

“Not really. Mom wants me to pop in and say hello. They have an Independence Day party every year, but obviously I couldn’t go today.”

“You could still go. I’m sure this lot would forgive leaving to take care of family business. You’ve made an appearance.”

Jason shifted on his seat. “Because saying I’m leaving to see my mother is going to do great things for my reputation. Plus, I don’t really like her parties—too many women trying to organize my life, no room to breathe.” 

Riley chuckled. “I wouldn’t know what that’s like, but I get your point... You let me know if the hazing gets out of line, won’t you? A bit of ribbing is one thing, but out and out harassment is another.”

“I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s fine, really. What about you? Are you and Petra doing anything?”

“She’s waiting for me at my place,” Riley said, rubbing her hand through her short, dark hair. The silly grin she got on her face any time Petra was mentioned was glorious to behold; she didn’t smile much. Jason’s mind wandered back to that lovely bartender, and whether one day he might find someone who made him glow like that with his own private happiness. “I have the late shift tomorrow, so we’ll have a sleep in and maybe grab lunch somewhere.”

“It sounds very domestic.”

“It is. I’m very lucky to have found someone who knows me like she does.” 

One of the other officers turned to them and started asking Riley about a case they’d worked on together. Jason was thankful for the volume of chatter and music in the bar, knowing that while Riley didn’t hide her sexuality or her relationship, no one else in the station knew about Petra. Jason leaned back, taking a sip of his beer, savoring the cool, smooth texture in his mouth after a long, hot day. 

I wonder when I can safely leave without getting shit about it. Jason looked around his companions and decided it would be at least another beer each before they were distracted enough that he could slip away. 

“I think you left this at the bar,” a smooth smoky voice purred in his ear. Jason jumped and turned towards the voice to find the distracting bartender hovering next to his shoulder. He held out a folded white napkin.

“I... uh, don’t think so.” Jason’s throat started to heat.

“You definitely did; look at it later.” The bartender pushed the napkin into the pocket of Jason’s shirt. He smelled different, and yet exactly as Jason had imagined; leather, rosemary, and something he couldn’t quite pinpoint. The heat radiating from his body was not helping with the flush Jason was sure was traveling up his neck and face. 

“Thank you,” was all Jason managed to say before the bartender turned and walked away. He’d been so close, and none of his colleagues had picked up on what Jason would have sworn was a giant neon flashing sign over his head announcing the interaction.

Riley looked at him sideways, a small smile on her lips, before she returned her attention to the guy talking to her. 

At least I didn’t imagine it. He wanted desperately to look at the napkin, but he would wait until he was outside, away from the curious eyes of his coworkers. They might have missed the bartender’s visit, but they would want to know what the note said if he pulled it out now. 

One of the slowest hours of Jason’s life unfolded after the bartender slipped him the napkin, before he decided to leave. Riley had excused herself about ten minutes before, but she was a sergeant, a great cop by all accounts despite having stayed in patrol, and as a rookie, he was under heavier scrutiny. 

Jason slipped away without saying goodbye; the group was drunk enough that he could say he had, and they wouldn’t be likely to remember differently. He tried to catch the bartender’s eye as he walked by, but he was serving drinks, the bar was now three people deep as though they had all decided to get top-ups just as he was leaving. 

The air outside had cooled a little, though it was still uncomfortably hot. Fourth of July revelers were still out. The pier was heavy with them, some canoodling, some having loud conversations perhaps fighting or perhaps not, it was hard to tell. He was glad to have been on the day shift today, making sure people didn’t disrupt the parade, and not on the late shift, trying to keep order among the intoxicated chaos and inevitable illegal fireworks. 

The summer had been hot very early this year, and the solstice festivities had been even bigger than this—he’d been on shift that night, and had seen some strange goings on, not least of which was a group of young women running through Juniper Hollow stark naked.

Jason’s house was about fifteen minutes’ walk from the pier. He liked to use the time to decompress from the day, and make sure he wasn’t bringing any of the energy of his shift back to his roommates. There were things he saw as a cop that made him shudder. The careless cruelty of human beings was something he didn’t think he’d ever get over, though it was a small city and he had mostly had to deal with drunkenness and petty theft so far.

As he made his way over Bridge Road, with Destiny Bridge to his left, the wind changed and blew a chill across the water. Jason shivered and put his hands into the pockets of his chinos. After another minute or so, it started to rain. Only lightly at first, but soon it was coming down in fat, summer-rainstorm drops. He wasn’t far from home, and he decided to jog the last few hundred yards in an effort to stay dry. 

By the time he was at his front door, his shirt was soaked through, and water ran off his hair into his eyes. 

So much for staying dry. He put his key in the lock and opened the door trying to keep the squeak to a minimum, but he failed at that too. As he toed off his shoes in the front hallway, he remembered the napkin in his front pocket. Carefully, he pulled the pocket open, and extracted the flimsy, wet paper. 

There were smudges of black and purple where the ink had run. Jason unfolded it, doing his best not to tear it, only to find the big smudges that might have been a name and phone number were completely illegible. 

“Shit,” he muttered to himself. He took the napkin to his room, where he laid it on his desk, hoping the numbers would be easier to read when it had dried out. He stripped off his wet clothes, wrung them out in the bathroom sink, and had a shower before crawling into bed, dreaming of a rosemary scented man whose name he didn’t know.
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Chapter 2
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The Independence Day celebrations had meant the bar was even busier than a normal Friday night, and Roman didn’t get home until nearly daybreak. He showered and crawled into bed, knowing he was back at the bar that night for his other job, playing saxophone in the house jazz band. 

For a while, Roman had thought he might be able to make a living from his music. He’d studied at the Conservatory of Music just over the bridge on the mainland and had been one of their rising stars. But then he finished college and had to face the reality of a musician’s life. He sometimes got gigs playing at weddings or other big events, and a few times a year he would be invited to play with a bigger orchestra on the mainland, but it wasn’t enough to live on. 

He’d worked at Jack’s all through college, and when he graduated, he stayed on. They would roster him on as Assistant Manager some shifts, but he suspected it was more to show appreciation for his longevity than because they needed another manager. 

The band, Wolf Party, didn’t rehearse much, they had a number of big band songs along with hits from the 1960s and 70s in their repertoire. All the members were talented, classically trained musicians. Dean was on drums, he was brilliant but chronically ran late—he kept excellent time, so they forgave him. Kelly was on keyboards and sometimes guitar, depending on what the song needed. She was very focused and tended not to stick around after shows. Emma was on bass; she’d mastered Larry Graham’s slap bass technique in her mid-teens and liked to show off. The last two members of the band were his cousins, fraternal twins Jeremy, on lead guitar, and Ingrid who was their lead singer.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A

RMAL ROMANCE

A PARANO

ot

np W
]

FLEUR BLUM





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
San Destino, C:

Pacific Ocean






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





