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Footwork by TA Moore




Bode Harlan has never claimed to be a good guy, but he’s trying to keep his nose clean and his head down these days. 

After a year in prison for assault--and to be fair, he did it--he isn’t looking to go back. Admittedly, his pretty face being the star attraction in an illegal underground fighting ring seems to run counter to that goal, but he’s gotta pay the bills and there ain’t much else he’s good at.

And it keeps his parole officer off his back…since she runs the place.

Then his mom skips town and her boyfriend kicks Bode’s 14 year old brother out on the street. Bode grew up in and out of foster care, he doesn’t want that for Danny. It’s not like he can take the kid in, though. He’s an ex-con who gets beat up twice a month for money. That’s how he ends up on his good-natured ex-boyfriend’s doorstep. Sonny is a soft touch. At least he always was for Bode. All he wants is somewhere to crash for a couple of nights, nothing more. Sonny’s got his life together now--a home, a boyfriend, even a dog--and it would take a real asshole to want to blow that up.

…of course, Bode’s never said he wasn’t an asshole.
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Chapter One





BODE HARLAN HAD  only ever been good at one thing. Getting into trouble.

The biker swung a wide, scar-knuckled haymaker at Bode’s head. He ducked under the swing that would have taken his head off. The crowd roared and jostled closer to the barriers.

OK, he was good at fighting too. It was more or less the same thing. At least, it was how Bode did it. And who he did it for.

He retreated across the makeshift canvas—splintered boards laid down over the rutted dirt floor—as the biker tried to grapple with him. The guy was big, all shoulders and a gut that was like punching wet cement, but he didn’t have much stamina. His face was redder than when he’d come in, his coarse ZZ Top beard wringing with sweat. Wait him out. Wear him down. Bode was tired too. His legs felt like he had another man strapped to him, but it was the last fight scheduled for the night, so he could afford to let the clock run down.

Sweat tickled the small of his back as he bounced on the balls of his feet. A few fast, hard punches—to the shoulders and thick tattooed forearms—kept the biker’s blood up as he tried to pin Bode. Sweat dripped from his face in greasy drops.

Bode misjudged the biker’s speed and had to pull his arms over his face to block a punch. His own forearm mashed his nose, and he grunted in annoyance. In the back of his head, he registered the sour note that heralded a change in the audience’s mood. They wanted blood and pain, not fast footwork and dodges. He didn’t pay much attention. It was the last fight of the night. Bets were in. By next week they’d have forgotten any frustration.

Then he misjudged a dodge, and someone in the crowd grabbed him by the waistband of his jeans. He could feel hard knuckles against his bare back as whoever it was hung onto him.

Shit.

He tried to wrench free, but they were too strong to be shaken off easily, and they dragged him back. The heavy wooden planks of the barrier dug splinters into his back. Bode gritted his teeth and twisted around to throw a couple of blind punches into the crowd. He couldn’t make out whose arm belonged to who in the crush, but they had to be close to the barrier.

People yelped in protest. Anonymous hands shoved him, yanked on his hair, and someone grabbed a rough squeeze of his ass. Anger choked Bode, wedged into his chest, but he couldn’t worry about some asshole now. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the biker cock his fist back, and there wasn’t room to dodge, not properly.

Someone had let the big bastard through with a heavy stainless-steel ring still on a hairy finger. The cast-metal hawk tagged Bode right in the eye. He felt the impact, hard enough to rattle his teeth, and red blurred over his vision. It hurt too, but that was somewhere down under the buzz of adrenaline where he didn’t have to look at it.

Fights were like payday loans—you paid in the end.

Blood dripped down into Bode’s eye. He squinted his eye shut and braced himself. The biker hauled back again, and Bode went down… just before the punch connected. Bode’s jeans were wrenched painfully high between his legs as the asshole’s arm was yanked down. The biker’s head slammed into some guy’s face, busting his nose with an audible plasticky crack.

“Ow, fuck,” a nasal voice yelped, and the hand let go.

Bode lunged up and slammed his shoulder under the biker’s hard gut. The big man grunted and folded over. The sweaty weight of him made Bode gag. He swallowed the mouthful of bile and hammered a series of fast, brutal rabbit punches up and under into the biker’s liver. Then he broke the clinch and gave the biker a hard shove away as he scrambled backward. There was blood in the corner of his mouth, sharp and metallic. Bode spat it out and then wiped the side of his face on his forearm. 

The biker hunched over, his face twisted into a gray-tinged grimace. He tried to stay on his feet, but his legs went out from under him. The crack as his knees hit the wooden plank floor was loud enough to make Bode jump. It sounded like something had broken—floor or knees, he wasn’t sure.

The referee scrambled into the ring.

“Fuck you,” the biker rasped. “I ain’t… I ain’t done.”

He braced his elbow on his knee and forced himself out of his hunch. For a second Bode thought the guy was going to make it, then that sweaty, windburned face screwed up in agony and he folded in around himself.

“Winner, Harlan!” the ref declared as he clapped his hands and then symbolically dusted them off. The crowd whooped and groaned, depending on where they’d laid their money.

That wasn’t Bode’s problem. He rubbed blood out of his eye with the heel of his hand and turned to go. His shirt was hung over a hay bale on the way into the circle. He grabbed it on the way past and clumsily pulled it on over stiff shoulders.

“Here.” One of the servers shoved through the crowd to hand him a cold beer. He gave Bode a sly smile along with it as he raised his eyebrows. “You doing anything later?”

Bode took a swig of beer. It was cold and sharp through the flat taste of blood and exhaustion that coated his tongue. He tilted his head as he looked the server over and weighed how good the long, lean man looked against how beat-to-shit Bode felt.

What the fuck.

“You?” he said.

The server laughed and passed Bode a folded bit of paper. “Let me know.”

He swung away and headed into the crowd to fill up glasses from the bottle of whiskey he had with him. Knucklebones was a full-service meat market: come for the men fucking each other up for a cut of the prize money—’cause you had to pay the stable fee and for training and equipment—and stay for the watered-down liquor.

It would be easy to be bitter, but…

Bode unfolded the receipt between thumb and forefinger and saw the number scrawled on the back. A smile tugged at the corner of his battered mouth.

He was going to get laid tonight, so that put him one up on half of these sad fucks. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The night air felt painfully cold against the toothache-throb hot side of Bode’s face. It centered around the cross-shaped split skin just under his eyebrow and then wrapped around his skull. 

He leaned on the railing and drank his beer as he watched the crowd file out of the barn. They climbed into their cars—some of them furtive now, away from the sweaty glee of the match—and jostled for a place in the queue to get out. Farmers’ mud-caked pickups nudged up bumper to bumper with the secondhand, decade-old BMWs that passed as a status car around here.

There were fireflies in the trees and discarded butts smoldering on the ground. Bode had known a guy who’d have said that represented something. That it was a metaphor of how fucking awful people were.

Actually—Bode dangled the bottle from his fingers and watched the dregs slosh around the inside—the guy would have probably said something about how it was up to you where you looked. But some people just tried too hard to not see the shit around them.

“Here you go,” a sharp, smoke-rough voice said from behind him. He turned around to look at Daley, still slouched against the rail. She held up a grubby-cornered envelope stuffed with not that much cash… considering. “Your cut of the take.”

Bode drained the last of the beer and balanced the bottle precariously on the roughly-finished rail. He took the envelope and ran his thumb over the wrinkled stack of notes inside.

“This all?” he asked.

Daley shrugged and tapped a cigarette out of the pack. “People aren’t betting against you, kid.” She pursed her lips—dark red lipstick peeling off in clumps—and flicked the wheel of her nice gold lighter. It had been her dad’s, she’d told him once. Back then, he’d run a dog-fighting ring in the barn. It had put her through college.

They were a real family of charmers.

Daley’s cheeks hollowed out as she drew hard on the cigarette to make the end glow, threads of tobacco bright before they turned into ash. Once it was lit, she plucked it from her mouth, smudges of color on the white paper, and gestured with it casually.

“You want more, we’ll move you up a class,” she said. “More money on the table.”

Yeah, his teeth would be thrown in with the pot for a start.

“I’ll think about it,” Bode said.

Daley shrugged and flicked the ash off her cigarette. “Think quick,” she said. “You aren’t the only boy in the stable who needs money. I saw you talking to Brian, by the way.”

Old habits pulled Bode’s shoulders up toward his ears and made the inside of his head gray and noisy. Too many fights with his stepdad had started with similar words and ended with Bode back in juvie, whether he won or not.

“So?” he said truculently. 

Daley took another draw on the cigarette, cheeks hollowed in so the blush on her cheeks looked harsh. “So don’t worry about coming in for your check-in at the office Monday,” she said. “I’ll sign you off as there. To the victor goes the spoils, Bode. Think about my offer.”

She flicked the rest of the cigarette over the railing, patted his shoulder, and went back inside. Bode rolled his head from one side to the other to try and pop something that would release the pressure he could feel between his ears. It didn’t work, but he was used to that. If he was good at dealing with his temper, he’d not be fresh out of a year in the state pen and making rent with his fists.

He needed to blow off some steam, and since there was no one left looking for a fight… fuck, it was. Luckily, he knew where to get one, and now he had a long weekend to enjoy. There weren’t many advantages to your parole officer being so bent she could look up her own ass… but there were some.

Bode got his phone out and then fished around in his pocket for the piece of paper with Brian’s number. The wind tugged at it as he thumbed the number out on the screen.

Two numbers to go and the phone buzzed in his hand. He nearly dropped it in surprise and then stared at the number overlaid across the wallpaper of an anonymous model’s lean abs and unbuttoned jeans.

Fight, fuck…. or a call from his mom.

Any of those would take the starch out of him.
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All their shit had been dumped out on the scrubby grass outside the trailer. It didn’t take up a lot of room. A box of unfolded laundry, a couple of books, and a worn Switch with a cracked screen. As Bode pulled up onto the bare dirt patch out front, a wiry man in battered work clothes carried out a broken guitar and a handful of letters. He chucked them on the ground with the rest.

Bode killed the engine and scrambled out of the car. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he asked. “That’s not yours.”

Judd Miller gave Bode an unfriendly look and spat a squirt of sour black juice onto the guitar.

“Yeah,” he said as he wiped his chin. “That’s why I don’t want it in my trailer.”

He turned and climbed up the steps so he could reach inside. The wiry muscles in his arm bunched under windburned skin as he grabbed something.

“Get the fuck out here,” he snarled. “Don’t fight me.”

Rage flushed through Bode like a fever at that. The echo of the words bounced around his brain and told him he had to fight or run. Except he wasn’t the one caught by the scruff of the neck anymore.

Judd hauled Danny out of the trailer and gave him a vicious shove down the stairs. The kid skidded off the last step and hit the ground hard.

“You want it? Any of it? Help yourself,” Judd said. “But your shit and your brother aren’t staying here anymore. It ain’t my problem.”

“You’re a fucking prize, aren’t you, Judd,” Bode said, his lip curled in contempt. “You touch my brother again and—”

“You’ll what?” Judd asked. “Punch me and get thrown back inside? You’re still on parole, remember? There’s shit-all you can do to me.”

He stamped back inside and slammed the door. Bode clenched his fists and wished Judd didn’t have a point. Asshole. He stepped over a dented kettle and offered Danny a hand to haul his little brother to his feet. It had been a couple of months since he saw Danny in person, but “little” still fit. He was short for thirteen… fourteen now, maybe? … and so skinny it made him look smaller.

“You OK?” he asked.

Danny ducked his chin into his chest, lost behind his shaggy bangs, and ignored Bode as he brushed himself down. When he didn’t respond, Bode snapped his fingers under Danny’s chin and gestured for him to look up.

After a second, Danny did as he was told. His lip was split, and there was a bruise on his cheekbone. 

“Shit,” Bode muttered.

Danny shrugged and poked at his swollen lip with his tongue. I’m OK, he signed. He hits like a girl.

Bode snarled and started toward the trailer. Before he got there, Danny grabbed his arm and dangled off it.

“Don’t,” he said—out loud because his hands were occupied. “It was my fault, Bode.”

That didn’t help Bode’s desire to smash Judd’s face in, but the time it took to peel Danny off gave him time for second thoughts. Judd would get what he deserved, but not when every nosy bastard in the trailer park had their curtains twitched back to watch. He stopped and looked around with a grimace at what wasn’t a lot of stuff… if you had somewhere to put it.

“Pick this up,” he told Danny. “Stick it in the back of the truck.”

The guitar had been his. When he’d last seen it, it hadn’t been broken. He knew better than to care, though, so he just chucked the mess in with the rest.

They were almost done when Judd opened the trailer door and tossed out a canvas jacket weighted down with badges and patches.

“Get the fuck out of here,” Judd said. “Your mom’s stuff and your mom’s kid ain’t my problem.”

He disappeared again. A second later, the sound of wrestling, cranked up loud on a shitty TV, filtered out the open window.

Bode scrubbed his hand through his hair and then looked at Danny, who’d dragged on the oversized jacket like it was armor.

“Fuck it,” Bode said. “Let’s get out of here.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The diner was 24-hour, but the chef had fucked off for the night. All that was left on the menu was over-brewed coffee and whatever a waitress could stick in the oven. 

Bode had stuck to coffee and two painkillers. Danny had a flaccid burger and fries he’d dug into like it was the first meal he’d eaten all week. There was ketchup on his chin, and he alternated bites of the bun with handfuls of fries he shoved in his mouth.

After a second, Bode knocked on the table to get Danny’s attention. 

“You going to school?” he asked when the vibration through the Formica made Danny look up. 

Danny shrugged and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. He signed something with greasy fingers too fast for Bode—who’d not had much reason to practice since he’d moved out—to follow.

Slow, Bode signed. His knuckles were stiff and swollen, and his hands ached dully from the battering they’d given. It made his signs slow and clumsy. Enough that when Danny tried to sign to him again, he exaggerated each slowed-down gesture of his fingers. The sign equivalent of talking very slow and loud for anyone that didn’t speak English.

Asshole. It did help, though.

No one to take me to school. Danny paused to grab his soda and take a noisy pull on the straw. Walked once. Was late. Then Judd locked me out when I got back.

Or close enough to that, as best Bode could make out. Which left Bode with the million-dollar question.

“Where’s Mom?” he asked. “Why do you have her phone?”

Danny looked down at his plate. He picked a chunk of ketchup-sodden bun off the side and shredded it between his fingers. After a minute, he hunched his shoulders in an angry, dismissive shrug. 

I don’t know, he signed. She had a fight with Judd about some guy. They were gonna go to Vegas, I guess. Judd said no, and that if she did, she didn’t need to bother coming back.

“But she did go,” Bode said. He was twenty-three and fit enough to be battered twice a week, but sometimes he felt old. Some things he’d already seen so many times he was sick of the reruns.

Danny nodded, his mouth turned down at the corners. He looked like he felt as old as Bode, the same crap hung on his shoulders. And then she didn’t come back, he signed.

“How long?”

Two weeks. Danny paused as he picked up a napkin to wipe his hands. When he started to sign again, his fingers were precise and exaggerated with anger. It was an effort to follow what he said, but the bits Bode missed weren’t hard to fill in on his own. Judd wouldn’t tell me SHIT. So I looked in his room when he was out, and I found her phone under the bed. All smashed up. You KNOW Mom; she doesn’t go anywhere without her phone. Us—yes. The phone—no.

“Then you got caught?” Bode asked.

Danny gingerly rubbed his thumb over his split lip and nodded. He was real mad. So I locked myself in the bathroom and called you. Sorry.

Bode reached over the table and clumsily ruffled Danny’s hair. “I’m your brother. Who else are you going to call?”

Danny leaned away from Bode’s hand and slouched back in the booth. He briefly rested his hands on the table, lifted them to sign something, stopped mid-gesture, and looked away. His jaw clenched, and he wiped his eyes on the back of his hand.

The only thing Bode could do for him was pretend he hadn’t noticed. 

“C’mon,” he said after a moment. He pulled a couple of napkins out of the dispenser and shoved them over the table like it was a drug deal or something. “You’re too old for that. Wipe your face.”

Danny bundled up the cheap napkin and scrubbed it over his eyes, then sniffed and looked back at Bode. He worked his jaw from one side to the other as he signed.

Do you think he did something? To Mom?

Bode laughed. “Are you fucking with me?” he asked. “You think Judd could take our mom in a fight? She’s in Los Angeles with some new man, and she’ll be back once his money runs out. Remember when she hooked up online with that guy in, fuck… where was it?”

Danny signed Boston.

“Yeah. He flew her out, and it turned out it was Boston, Ohio, and he couldn’t afford to send her back. She was gone over a month, had to take a bus back home.”

There was a pause, and then Danny nodded like Bode had convinced him, even though his lips were still pleated together with worry. 

I can stay with you, right? He signed suddenly, his expression heavy with the knowledge that there was no one else to ask.

There’d been a grandmother—for Danny anyhow—out in Lexington. She’d died a few years ago, though. Mom had looked it up when the birthday money stopped. That had been it, though.

Their mom had always chased the idea of a “clean start,” and she’d seemed to think she needed to cut anything from the past loose to get it. Family. Friends. Jobs. When she moved on, she left a smoldering wreck behind her.

“What about someone from school?” Bode asked. “That kid you used to hang out with? Malcolm.”

Danny just shook his head and hunched in on himself. 

“Maybe one of your teachers?” Bode tried. “Or there was that group you used to go to. Over in Murray. The deaf thing.”

Fuck you.

Danny gave his plate a violent shove across the table. It hit Bode’s cup, and the lot of it—grease, meat, and thankfully lukewarm coffee—ended up in his lap. Bode swore and grabbed at the napkins to scrape it off his thighs. Danny bolted from the booth while Bode was distracted and ran out of the diner, the bell over the door rattling violently as he body-slammed through it.

Shit.

He’d not meant to… Shit. Bode got up, tossed a couple of dollars on the table to cover the bill and a tip, and grimaced apologetically at the waitress as he headed out after Danny. She yelled something after him as the door slammed behind him, but he missed it. It was probably about the mess.

It was cold outside. First night of the year for that. Wet jeans didn’t help to keep a man warm. Bode looked up and down the street and relaxed as he saw Danny sitting on the ground, back propped against the front wheel of the truck.

“I thought I was going to have to chase you down,” he said as he walked over. Danny didn’t look up at him, so he crouched down to repeat himself. Then he added, “C’mon, Danny. You know you can’t stay with me. How’s that going to work?”

I’ve got a job. I can pay toward the rent.

“I’m an ex-con,” Bode said. “I’ve got a room in a halfway house with a bunch of perverts and druggies. That’s not a safe place for a kid.”

Neither’s foster care. They’ll ship me out somewhere. Some special-needs facility or some shit.

Maybe. It was better than the other options. The fundies who’d taken over the old Werther farm, who took in kids by the handful and beat the fear of God into them, or old lady Patterson, who stacked kids like cordwood on cots in the living room. 

Bode rubbed his hand over his mouth.

There was one last option.

Everyone had the safety ex. The one you could also roll up on, and they’d roll over for you.

He’d not say no. He never said no to Bode.


      [image: image-placeholder]Sonny opened the door and looked shocked to see Bode. That was fair enough. It had been a while.

Not that Sonny had changed much. Still big—all heavy shoulders and thick thighs—and blondish, with harsh, almost ridiculously country-looking bone structure. Slap a cowboy hat on him, and Sonny could have fit in at any barn or bar in Kentucky. Just another good ol’ boy.

Except for his mouth. It was still ridiculous, a pouty porn star’s mouth on a cowboy’s face. Or maybe Bode just knew what Sonny could—and would—do with that mouth, and that influenced his opinion.

“Hey,” Bode said. His voice caught in his throat, and he felt weirdly breathless as he stared at Sonny. He felt the weight ease off his shoulders, and something in his chest relaxed for the first time in… fuck… a year. He’d forgotten how good it had always felt to just… just see Sonny. “I—”

“No,” Sonny said. “Whatever you want? The answer is no.”
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Chapter Two





SONNY SLAMMED THE  door. Or tried to. Before it closed, Bode shoved his boot into the gap, and the heavy wood bounced off leather and bone. 

Bode winced and had the balls to look put out. The cooking show Sonny had been halfway through rattled on in the background. It wasn’t the soundtrack that Sonny had imagined for his first reunion with his sort-of ex. That had either been Driver’s License or Bad Guy, depending on his mood.

“Why do you assume I want something?” Bode asked. His hair was shorter than it used to be—making it look darker, more red than ginger—and a bruise had just started to bloom around one of his eyes. At some point, Sonny knew it would fade down to a marshy green that nearly matched Bode’s eyes. He’d seen that happen before.

Back when Bode’s bruises had been Sonny’s business. That had been a while ago.

“Why else would you be here?” Sonny asked. He could hear it in his voice—the dredged-up hurt, the once-broken heart—but he doubted Bode would notice. It wasn’t the sort of thing he cared about. Other people and how what he did affected them were not Bode’s area of expertise. Sonny checked the time. “At nearly midnight.”

Bode shrugged, one-sided and laconic. “Maybe I wanted to tell you I’m out.”

“You’ve been out for three months,” Sonny said. 

“Keeping tabs?” Bode asked with a slow, smug smile. It probably hurt as it creased along the edges of the bruise, but he didn’t let that stop him. “I didn’t know you still cared.”

“I don’t,” Sonny said. It wasn’t true. He cared, but that didn’t have to mean anything. It didn’t mean anything. “Just pointing out you’ve had plenty of time to drop by, yet this is the first time I’ve seen you. What happened? We keep missing each other?”

“You always got up too early for me.”

Sonny was surprised at how angry that made him. He wasn’t stupid. Bode knew that. So why stick to his stupid lie when they both knew Bode wouldn’t cross the street to see Sonny, not unless he had an ulterior motive. His temper felt like a head cold, the pressure of it at the back of his eyes. Usually it took him a long, grudging time to get mad about something, but Bode had been an asshole for years, so that pump was about ready to blow.

Except Sonny didn’t like it when he lost his temper. He didn’t like being out of control. It never ended well. He bit the inside of his cheek, a knot of old scar tissue from the habit gritty between his teeth, and throttled the hot emotion back. 

“Right, well,” he said. “Whatever. If that was the only reason you’re here, job done. Now I know. I’m glad for you.”

He opened the door. Bode had the balls to look smug, as if he’d known that Sonny would come round. More fool him. Sonny braced his hands flat against Bode’s chest and gave him a shove that made him stagger backward.

“You can still fuck off,” Sonny repeated and slammed the door.

He turned around and leaned back against the door while he waited. On the TV screen, a woman in a white chef’s coat was trying to do something to a side of beef with a coat hanger. The dog had taken the opportunity to crawl up onto the couch and bury her head under a cushion, as if there was no way Sonny would see her whole ass sticking out.

Five.

Four.

Three.

The idea that he might have gotten it wrong—that Bode might have actually fucked off—had just started to nibble at the back of Sonny’s mind. He hated—really, honestly hated—that it would bother him if Bode had. 

It wasn’t that he deluded himself that Bode couldn’t leave things unsaid with him—that was how Bode preferred to leave things. It was just that they’d known each other since they were kids, and Bode didn’t easily give up on anything he wanted. It would be weird if that changed now. No, the reason Bode was here was because he wanted something.

And two…

“I need somewhere to crash,” Bode said through the door. “Just for a couple of nights, until I sort something out.”

Sonny let his head fall back against the door with a soft thud. On the couch, Emily pulled her head out from under the cushions to look at him, her ears tilted forward with concern, and then burrowed back down again. She apparently thought he had it well in hand.

Nobody had ever said she was a bright dog, just an inveterate chicken murderer, which was how Sonny had gotten her.

“I like my own company,” Sonny said after a second. He swallowed the disappointment that clogged his throat and did his best to ignore it. Maybe he was stupid after all. “I don’t need a roommate.”

“Well, that’s a lie,” Bode said. “You hate being alone.”

“Maybe I’ve changed.”

That shut Bode up for a second. Maybe he found the idea that Sonny might change unsettling too. Or, more likely, he just needed to think up another angle.

“My mom’s run off again,” Bode said. “Judd—that’s her latest asshole—threw Danny out of their trailer. I don’t know what to do, Sonny. He can’t stay with me, fuck knows what those other bastards in that place did, and if he goes into the system…”

Guilt tugged at Sonny. Or maybe it was just his conscience. Sometimes it was hard to tell them apart. 

No, he reminded himself, this is what always happens. You let him in an inch and…

Sonny screwed his eyes shut and thumped his head gently against the door again. That was a poorly executed turn of phrase when you were trying to remember all the reasons your ex was a disaster that wasn’t even going to wait to happen. The last thing he needed in his head was the one thing that had always gone sweatily, stickily right between them.

He had a boyfriend. The sex was fine. It was good. Sonny tried to banish the memory of Bode and teenage horniness with the thought of Paul, who was a real, responsible adult and could definitely do better than Sonny. It was just hard when his brain refused to cough up a memory of what the fuck Paul looked like. Too busy with the trip down memory lane’s taut abs and rough, bruising kisses.

“I don’t know what to do, Sunshine,” Bode said. Because he was a fucker and half of Sonny’s weak spots Bode had personally installed. Despite knowing that Sonny’s heart still ached in his suddenly tight chest. “You got any ideas?”

The last time Sonny had seen Danny, he’d been ten, all scabs and snot. Smart, though, when he wanted to acknowledge you were there, and blunt with his opinions. He’d probably deserved better than his shitty mom, but then Sonny couldn’t think of any kid that wouldn’t deserve better than Annie.

“Goddammit,” he said and pushed himself upright. He opened the door and glared at Bode. “One night. That’s it. Then you fuck off for good. Deal?”

“Two,” Bode said.

Sonny made an exasperated noise. “I shouldn’t let you stay at all. Don’t push your luck. Take one night and count yourself lucky.”

There was a pause as Bode studied Sonny’s face. Then he shrugged and nodded.

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” he said. Then his expression softened, the usual cocky confidence slipping enough to let him look, very briefly, young and vulnerable. “Thanks, Sunshine.”

That name should get less effective the more he used it, but Sonny still felt the tender ache fill his chest. He pulled a sour face against it.

“Don’t call me that,” he said, his voice gruff with just… a lot of things. He didn’t really want to look at any of them too long. 

“Why not?” Bode asked. He stepped in, too close, until the toes of his boots nudged the threshold. “It’s your name.”

His fingers brushed against the side of Sonny’s hand. Sonny felt his breath catch in his throat, and he pulled away. He was a soft touch. Half the town knew that, and that was why he’d opened the door. Everything else was just… complications. All Bode was going to get out of this was somewhere to sleep for one night. Sonny had done this too many times. At some point, even he had to learn.

“You can sleep on the couch,” he said in a cool, dismissive voice as he stepped away from Bode. “The kid can have the spare room.”




      [image: image-placeholder]The alarm went off at five. 

Sonny reached out and slapped it off without opening his eyes. He rolled over onto his back, sheets tangled around his legs, and reached out on autopilot to scrub Emily’s ears. Nothing. Of course. He let his hand fall back onto the bed, sheets cool under his fingers. She’d abandoned him without a second look for Danny and the apparently irresistible allure of whatever fourteen-year-olds had in their pockets.

The thought just skated across the front of Sonny’s groggy mind. It took him a minute for the rest of the pieces to slot into place. 

“Oh, yeah. Shit,” Sonny muttered to himself as he dragged his hand down his face.

That was right. His ex-boyfriend had crashed on the couch last night. That was something he wasn’t ready to deal with before dawn. Sonny dragged the spare pillow over his face and wrapped both arms around it. The cotton smelled clean and fresh, hibiscus blossoms according to the bottle of laundry detergent he’d used. Not used or old. It didn’t smell like someone else’s hair or mothballs.

It wasn’t a traditional meditative technique, but the reminder he wasn’t fourteen anymore—that he didn’t have to go where he was put, that he could make his own decisions—usually helped calm him down. Not today. He squeezed the pillow against his face and wondered if he could just sneak out the window and tell everyone he went to work early.

The thought was tempting, but it was Sunday.

Sonny groaned into the feathers and then tossed the pillow onto the floor. He untangled himself from the bedding and grabbed last night’s clothes to pull on for decency’s sake. As he opened the bedroom door, he heard the soft thump of Emily as she jumped off the bed and the creak of the door as she pulled it open. She poked her big knucklehead out into the hall and looked amazed when she saw him. Her toenails tick-tacked on the floor as she wriggled down the hall toward him, tail wagging her from the shoulders down.

“Traitor,” Sonny accused her mildly. He crouched down, faded denim pulled tight over his knees, and rubbed her ears. “Don’t try and butter me up now.”

She tried to climb him to wash his face. Sonny pushed her back down onto her paws, which made her humph, and walked her through the house to the kitchen. He had to block her with his knee from trying to squeeze sixty pounds of pit-bull cross through the three-inch crack in the door. 

“Quiet,” he warned her as he finally moved his knee. She shot out and straight down the bottom of the yard, hackles up and tail quivering as she snort-sniffed her way along the fence line. The white tip on her skinny tail waved madly as she burrowed in amongst the plants.

Sonny stood there and watched her for a while.

“When I said you got up too early for me,” Bode grumbled behind him, “it wasn’t a challenge.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Sonny said. He turned around. “I already had plans for…”

His voice trailed off as he saw Bode propped up against the door frame. He still didn’t care about decency, apparently, and was naked except for black briefs slung over his lean hips. Sonny’s mouth went dry, whatever he’d been about to say stuck in his throat, and his body ached with sudden, almost brutal awareness. 

He should look away. It was the polite thing to do. The smart thing to do for someone who’d spent way too long hung up on an ex. He didn’t, though, too busy staring while his brain updated Bode’s mental image in the database of bad exes.

Which was mostly just Bode and a one-night stand with a seedy, inked-up guy from the Slap.

It had been a year, year and a half since Sonny had seen Bode? Longer than that since they broke up, but Sonny made bad decisions, and Bode had always figured “any port in a storm.” How much could have changed? It was like one of those “find the difference” games: tiny details that only someone who’d spent a long time studying Bode would care to notice.

He was leaner, pale skin pulled tight over straps of muscle, and the bones of his face looked sharper. The scar on his forearm was new. Another scar that hadn’t been there before, low on his stomach, just above the jut of his hip bone.

The purples and greens that splattered his ribs and down one thigh—the tread mark pattern of someone’s boot clear enough to trace on his skin—weren’t new. A different design from the last time, but Sonny didn’t think he’d ever seen Bode naked without cuts and bruises.

Sonny felt the heavy tug of lust as it pulled on his balls and tightened his ass. He made himself look away, his ears hot and the back of his neck itchy with embarrassment, and tried to remember what the hell he’d been about to say.

“… um… plans for today.”

Bode chuckled, a smug, knowing sound, but didn’t push.

Since he was already staring at the cupboards, Sonny went over and opened them. He got out a glass and filled it at the tap. The gulps of cold water cleared his head—a bit. Out in the garden, Emily had found something delightful enough in the grass that she’d thrown herself down to get coated in it. So that would be fun.

“What about you? What are you going to do?” he asked as he finished the water and set the glass upside down in the sink.

“To start with,” Bode drawled. “I was going to drag you back to bed.”

Sonny felt as if Bode were right behind him. He could almost feel the other man’s breath on the back of his neck, the warmth of him on Sonny’s skin. When he turned around, Bode was still by the door, propped up by one shoulder and arms crossed. He met Sonny’s gaze with steady green eyes and tilted his head to the side.

“Not a good idea,” Sonny said. His mouth felt so dry he might as well not have bothered with that drink. He had to clear his throat to try and get the words out. “Your kid brother’s in the guest room.”

Bode grinned. “That doesn’t make it a bad idea,” he said, “just an inconvenient one.”

“It can be both,” Sonny said. “Besides, you need to get an early start on finding somewhere else to stay. One night, remember?”

“Yeah, sure,” Bode said briskly. “One night. I got it.”

He didn’t even bother to sound like he was worried about that. Sonny resisted the urge to argue while he put the coffee on. Bode would find out tonight that Sonny had meant what he said—and if he’d not done the work to find somewhere else to sleep, that was on him.

“I’m going to go get showered,” Sonny said. He opened a cupboard, pulled out a variety of cereal boxes, and set them on the table. Without even thinking about it, he grabbed a bottle of Tylenol from the cupboard and set that down next to the boxes. “There’s milk in the fridge. Help yourself, and try and get some clothes on by the time I’m finished?”
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