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			Losing His Cover 

			Sean Michael

		


		
			The Job

		


		
			Chapter One

			Alex headed down the road home, exhausted and a little unsure if this was the way. God knew he looked different now than he had eight months ago—when he’d become Nicky ‘Little Boy’ Kimoto. He’d grown his hair, a beard, gotten a full sleeve tattoo, a nipple ring, and had a penchant for biker boots and filthy jeans.

			Now the sting was done. Forty three guys were in lock up and Nicky...no. No, Alex. Alex was walking away with his retirement, a job offer to work private security for a software firm, and no more undercover work. Now he just needed to get home and see his husband, tell Bruce hello in person, instead of on a quick, furtive phone call.

			He hadn’t let Bruce know he was coming, wanting to surprise his husband, but now that he was almost there he was having second thoughts. Maybe he should have called. Maybe he should have taken a shower at the station. Maybe...

			The door to the house opened and this guy came out. This sexy stud wore leather pants and a gold mesh shirt, bedhead all moussed up into disarray and, as the guy turned in his direction, fucking eyeliner that really did something for his dark eyes. Who the hell was this coming out of his house? Sure eight months was a long time, but-- 

			Wait. Wait. Shit. That was Bruce. His Bruce. A button-down, tie wearing, fastidious, vanilla, boring accountant. Obviously going out for the night. Obviously going somewhere definitely not button-down, tie wearing, vanilla or boring.

			Alex stepped back into the shadows, the move automatic, immediate. He didn’t want Bruce to see him, although a part of him did. A part of him wanted Bruce to know him instinctively, to feel his presence.

			Bruce did glance in his general direction, even looked down the street Alex had come along, but then he turned and headed in the other direction, toward Main Street, gait easy, ass looking amazing in the tight leathers.

			Alex followed because...well, because he didn’t know what else to do. If Bruce had found someone else... He heard Nicky in the base of his brain, growling low. “Then we kill them both.”

			No. No, cops didn’t do well in prison. And he wasn’t Nicky, right?

			Bruce turned onto Main, ambling along like he had a destination but wasn’t in a rush to get there. It was late enough that the street lights had come on, and all the restaurants and bars were lit up, contributing to keeping the dark away. It was a nice Friday evening and the streets were busy so Alex didn’t have to work hard to keep from being seen as he tailed Bruce.

			Bruce finally stopped and went into a bar Alex was pretty sure they’d never been to together. Hell, he would have bet that Bruce didn’t even know what Chains was, let alone be meeting anyone there. He knew, but only by reputation. Fetish clubs weren’t his thing, and they sure as hell hadn’t been Nicky’s. 

			They also hadn’t been Bruce’s and yet here his husband was, walking into the place without hesitation, like it was just another day at the office.

			As Alex debated going in or not, he caught sight of himself in the mirror. Skinny, hairy, combat boots filthy, his jeans and battered jacket not exactly screaming middle class. Yeah, no way Bruce was going to recognize him. It was safe to go in and find out who Bruce was meeting at a damn leather bar.

			The bouncer, a big bruiser in tight jeans and a tighter white t-shirt, wearing a dark collar around his throat, stopped Alex at the door, shaking his head. “This isn’t a biker bar, buddy.”

			“You don’t think?” Alex flashed his badge. “Don’t fuck with me, man. I’m not in the mood.” And Nicky was right there, below the surface, still clinging right under his skin.

			The bouncer held his hands up and took a step back. “We’re not looking for trouble here. Everything is legal and above board.”

			“Excellent. Then there’s no reason not to let me the fuck in.”

			The guy motioned him in with a hand, the move and expression feeling sarcastic as fuck. Nothing was said, though, and Alex was able to step in and get his first good look.

			It wasn’t bright, but it wasn’t any darker than any other bar and the layout of the place was pretty standard as well. There was a stage at the far end of the room, what looked like a small dance floor area in front of that, with tables and chairs filling the rest of the room. It would seat quite a few people. The bar itself was a long one, all along the back of the room. Mirrors and booze covered the wall, and it was fronted by high stools. Nothing outrageous or outlandish.

			Most of the customers wore some leather, many looking like they could be in any bar anywhere, though there were plenty wearing all manner of kinky outfits that would have tipped him off if he hadn’t already known the clientele the place catered to.

			Alex found himself a corner table, hiding behind his hair, watching, even as he began to research this club on his phone. He waited for the site to come up and looked for Bruce, not seeing his lover anywhere. How could Bruce have disappeared so quickly?

			He scanned the room three times before he finally gave up and called Bruce’s number, hoping his lover would answer. He didn’t want to think of what it might mean if Bruce didn’t pick up. This kind of place had back rooms, right?

			“Hello? Alex?” Bruce sounded surprised. All his calls while he was undercover had come from burner phones, not his own phone.

			“Hey. What’s up?” Who are you meeting? Did you decide this time the wait was too long?

			“Not much. Are you okay?” It was always Bruce’s first question.

			“Worn out.” Hurt. Worried. Scared. Pissed off a little. Guilty about being pissed.

			“Where are you? Are you...” Bruce cleared his throat and Alex could tell he was trying to sound really casual. “Are you coming home?”

			“I want to.” Do you want me to? That was the real question, wasn’t it? That and what the fuck are you doing here and who the hell are you with?

			“Yeah, I want you to too.” Bruce sounded deflated. “When is this case going to be over so you can?”

			Alex heard someone call Bruce’s name in the background before he could answer.

			“Look, I have to go” Bruce told him. “Come home soon, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			The phone went dead and that was that.

			Okay. Okay? Fuck. Was it? Was it ever going to be okay again? 

			Bruce came out a door at the other side of the room a moment later and slipped behind the bar. He and the other bartender shared a few words together, heads close, then they high fived and Bruce pointed to one of the patrons. He nodded at the reply and began mixing a drink, looking at home. Bruce was working here. Working.

			Had Bruce lost his job? Even if Bruce had, there was plenty to live on, with Alex’s pay and hazard pay. God knew Alex wasn’t spending any of it. 

			Alex looked up Bruce’s accounting firm, but Bruce was still right there, right on the webpage. So this was...what was this?

			Time passed and Alex ordered a beer when a waiter in tiny, tight leather shorts asked what he wanted, and just kept watching Bruce work behind the bar.

			Bruce was animated, talking and smiling at the patrons. There didn’t seem to be anyone he lingered with, though, nobody special. It looked for all the world that he was simply a bar tender. A very hot, stud of a bartender, but just a bartender nonetheless.

			Alex didn’t drink his beer. He just sat and watched, waiting to see what was going to happen next. He didn’t know what the fuck to do. He didn’t know what the hell this meant.

			The bar got fuller, all men, more and more of them dressed in fetish gear as it got later. It was well after ten when the lights came up on the stage and two burly guys in leather pants, harnesses and hoods carried out a cross and set it in the middle of the stage. There was a naked man attached to it, his cock and balls bound in black leather.

			Jesus. Okay. Alex needed to go, to take a walk, think.

			He would just get a hotel room and a fifth of tequila, drink himself stupid and sleep for three days, then he’d be able to figure this, right?

			How he’d gone from excited to share his news with his husband of nearly eight years to trying to figure out if he’d fallen into an alternate reality, he didn’t know. Bruce was his only constant in a world that didn’t make sense, in a life of lies and fake names and violence, and now... Now he couldn’t cope with this.

			He threw a twenty on the table and headed for the door. The bouncer didn’t stop him on the way out, no one did and soon he was on the street, the low thumping music left behind, the noise of the neighborhood taking over.

			There was a no-tell motel two blocks down and he headed for it, his head throbbing. This was not how he’d planned for his day to end.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Bruce tossed and turned half the night, unable to sleep. He missed Alex like a sore tooth—the constant ache always there, reminding him that his husband was undercover, hanging out with dangerous men who would most likely torture and kill him if they knew who he really was. It was worse tonight because Alex had called, but not only that, he’d called from his own cell phone. Bruce was pretty sure that was left at the precinct while Alex was undercover, so why had Alex called from his own phone but not been able to come home? The possibilities were driving Bruce crazy.

			He finally got out of bed at five am and went for a run, wishing that it wasn’t the weekend. He could have at least lost himself in the numbers if he’d had to go in to work. He supposed he still could, but his desk was clear and he wasn’t sure there was enough to do to fill even an hour.

			He showered after his run, then puttered around the house, cleaning. That didn’t take up very much time, either, not when he lived alone and pretty much tidied up after himself as he went. Alex was the messy one out of the two of them and if he’d been home, there’d have been a lot more to do on Saturday mornings. Shit, they’d have made love first and he’d still be in bed, the cleaning would have waited.

			It wasn’t even nine when he was done, house cleaned, his newsfeeds read. He looked over at his phone sitting on the table, looked at the time again then shook his head. This was crazy. He would call Alex. If his husband was off the case, he’d be able to answer, and if he wasn’t, Bruce would just leave a message. That way if he hadn’t heard back from Alex by Monday morning, he’d call Alex’s captain and make sure everything was okay.

			He snorted as he unlocked his phone and scrolled through his contacts. He knew himself well enough to know that if he had to leave a message and Alex didn’t call back before Monday morning he’d have imagined a thousand and one terrible things that could have happened.

			He wished he hadn’t had to hang up on Alex last night, but it had been the start of his shift and Big Al got grumpy if you were late. Especially if it was because you were in the back jawing on the phone.

			He pressed the number by Alex’s name and held the phone up to his ear. Come on, baby. Answer the damn phone.

			“‘Lo?” Was that Alex’s voice? Gruff and slurred. 

			Shit, was he in trouble? Was he bleeding to death somewhere? A thousand different scenarios, each one worse than the last, flew through his brain.

			“Alex? Baby are you okay? You need me to send an ambulance somewhere?” Please God, please let Alex be okay. He’d do anything, give anything for his lover to be safe.

			“‘M’fine. Fine. How’s it going?” He heard Alex move, heard bottles clinking. It sounded like it had been quite a night.

			Was Alex still undercover or not? Bruce was confused.

			“I’m worried,” he admitted. “Last night’s call was...weird.” He lowered his voice, as if his whispering would make any difference. “Are you still undercover?”

			“Yeah. Yeah, it was.” Just like that, Alex’s voice lost its huskiness. “I just wanted to hear your voice.”

			“I know the feeling. I miss you so much. How come you’re using your own phone? You never call from it when you’re undercover. Are you sure you’re safe?” He got up and started pacing, the worry refusing to dissipate entirely. It never did until Alex was home.

			Hell, every time the doorbell rang his heart went into his throat until he answered and it wasn’t someone coming to tell him there’d been a shooting. Or a beating. Or whatever.

			“I’m fine. What have you been up to? Staying busy?”

			“Missing you something terrible.” He’d been driving himself out of his mind, really. This had been Alex’s longest undercover stint and the calls to check in had been few and far between and his imagination had run wild. At least he had Chains now. Bartending there gave him something else to focus on in the evenings, filling up his empty time.

			“Yeah. You looked good last night. Happy.”

			“Last night? I was working, got a new job to fill the nights when our bed seems so empty. Wait.” He played back what Alex had said. “Oh my god, were you there? With the bad guys?” He’d thought it was a good place. No drugs, no prostitutes. If they were in with a gang or some crime family, he was going to have to quit.

			And how had he missed Alex? He supposed the place had been pretty hopping, it always was when there was a demonstration. Still, it would have been nice to catch a glimpse of his lover. That sore tooth feeling was back, aching harder than ever.

			Alex sighed softly. “I was just there. You didn’t know me, I didn’t know you.”

			He frowned. Alex sounded sad, almost depressed, really. This undercover shit was for the birds.

			“I don’t understand, baby.” He really didn’t. And this was the longest conversation they’d had since Alex had gone undercover. Mostly it was stolen moments here and there. “Hi,” “Bye,” and “I love you, be safe.”

			“You think this case is going to last much longer?” he asked when Alex didn’t reply. Alex had done plenty of assignments, often with only a few days in between them, but the longest before this one had been four months.

			“No. No, it’s done. I’m going to let you go. I need a shower and then a haircut, a shave.”

			“It’s done? But you just said…never mind!” He shook his head. He just wasn’t understanding because he was tired from tossing and turning all night. He laughed softly, joy filling him. “Don’t bother doing that at the station, baby. Come home and I’ll help you out with all that.”

			“Do you still want me there?”

			“Of course I do! What kind of a question is that?” Now he was starting to worry about what had happened to Alex on this job. Had he been hurt? Raped or something? Why would Alex think Bruce didn’t want him home?

			“I...I saw you last night and you were a different person, lover.”

			He still didn’t understand why Alex was at the club, but he supposed that didn’t really matter. It wasn’t the issue here.

			“I suppose I am when I go there. When I’m at Chains, I’m just a bartender doing a job, talking to people, taking the wild and crazy stuff in. I can leave the guy who’s dying a little every day without his husband behind for a few hours. It’s just a job, babe. I swear I’m not seeing anyone. I’ve been waiting for you.” Was that what Alex thought? Was that why he was being weird? Bruce would never cheat on Alex. Never.

			It was so quiet, so still on the other end of the line.

			“Alex? You still there?” Please just come home so I can hold you. He needed that. So badly. He thought maybe they both did.

			“Yeah. Yeah, I’m here. I need a shower. I stink. Do you have plans today? Did you want to meet for breakfast?”

			No, he didn’t want to meet for breakfast. He wanted Alex to come home so they could be together again. He wanted this weirdness between them to go away. Of course there was always a tiny bit of awkwardness when Alex came home from an undercover stint, like it took a little bit of work to figure out again how they fit, and for Alex to shake off his undercover persona. Bruce probably shouldn’t be surprised that it was harder after eight months. And who knew what Alex had had to do in order to survive.

			He sighed and nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Eddie’s Diner?” It was close and he could drag Alex home when they were done eating, even if Alex didn’t want to come. Maybe. He was bigger, but Alex was a scrappy little bastard. Why wouldn’t Alex want to come home? He put the thought down to the weirdness of the situation. They just needed to reconnect, he was sure.

			“I can do that,” Alex told him. “You were beautiful last night, so alive.”

			The words made him catch his breath. “You think so?” Bruce had to admit, he enjoyed wearing the leather gear and doing himself up. He’d meant it when he’d said it let him be someone else and he’d needed that to survive the latter half of the last eight months without Alex.

			“Yeah. Yeah, I do. I’ll see you in a half hour.”

			“I’ll be there. I love you.” He wasn’t sure Alex had heard that last part—the line was already dead.

			He pocketed his phone and his wallet and spared a minute to make sure he was looking good before heading out. He would be early, but he couldn’t possibly sit around the house and waiting for twenty minutes before going to meet his husband.

			There was a definite bounce to his step that had been missing for months.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Alex didn’t have the gear to get rid of the long beard, strung with beads, or the heavy mane of hair, but he showered and cleaned up, put on jeans and a t-shirt that was three sizes too big now. He was down to his fighting weight. He didn’t have any shoes aside from his biker boots, and they were horrendously comfortable, so he wore them, dumping the booze bottles—full and empty—on his way out the door.

			He didn’t know what to think, so he went on pure instinct. That was his job, wasn’t it? It had been his job. He was retired from the force now. He wondered when that was going to seem real. Hell, after the last eight months as Nicky, being a cop didn’t seem very real in the first place.

			Bruce was already there when he went in the diner, sitting in the back booth by the window. Their booth they’d always called it.

			He looked more like how Alex had expected him to look last night. Like normal. Like his Bruce. But which one was real?

			Bruce caught sight of Alex and his face broke out into the most amazing smile, totally lighting Bruce up. Alex had to smile back. Had to. He knew he looked different. He had an entire sleeve of ink, a piercing in his lip. Nicky seemed to live just under the surface still.

			Bruce actually got up and met him halfway, arms wrapping around him in a hug that felt both amazing and strangely foreign at the same time. “You look so different, no wonder I didn’t notice you at Chains last night. And my God, there’s nothing to you. You’re having the Ultimate Platter.”

			Bruce led him back to the booth. Alex stopped before they sat and took Bruce in his arms, hugging him again. He needed to fill himself with his husband. Bruce’s arms wrapped around him, Bruce burying his face in Alex’s neck. Sort of. Bruce came up sputtering and spitting out hair, but not letting go.

			“Sorry. It was the character. Nicky.” And he was still lurking in more than just the hair and beard.

			“It’s a lot of hair.” Bruce stepped back and really looked at him. “Are you planning to keep it?”

			“What you don’t like the beard?” He shook his head and the beads clinked.

			“Um...” He saw Bruce trying to find something diplomatic to say. “It’s unique.”

			“Yeah, yeah. Sit.” Alex settled, feeling a little more like himself.

			Bruce did, gaze roving over him. “God, you’re a sight for sore eyes.” 

			Sitting forward, Bruce grabbed his hand and held on. The wedding band on his ring finger reminded Alex that his own was sitting on their nightstand back at the house. He stroked the simple gold band, the metal warm and smooth.

			Bruce looked down at their hands, smiling. “God, I’ve missed you. Eight months is a hell of a long time.”

			“Yeah.” It had been February when he’d gone.

			Bruce’s gaze kept returning to his face. Meeting his eyes and searching his features.

			The waiter came up, wearing way more than the waiter at the bar last night had been, and Bruce ordered for them both with that little look to him that said, “Don’t argue. You’re eating.”

			The waiter asked how they wanted their eggs—both over easy—then grabbed the menus they hadn’t used. “Your coffee and juice will be here in a moment.” With that he was gone and it was just the two of them again.

			Bruce grabbed his hand again, a wide grin on his face. “I just can’t stop smiling.”

			“I...I watched you last night,” Alex admitted.

			“I wish you’d come up to me. I spent all night worrying after you called.”

			Alex shrugged. He couldn’t. He hadn’t been able to stay and somehow he’d needed the night holed up in the shitty little motel drinking himself into oblivion.

			“So tell me you’re coming home with me after breakfast.” Bruce met his gaze head on, not letting him look away.

			Alex nodded. “I want to. I miss you. And me.”

			“Then come home.” Bruce smiled, voice dropping, becoming intimate. “I can cut your hair and shave you, then we can spend the rest of the day making love in the shower.”

			His entire body began to vibrate, to shudder. Fuck. That sounded like the best thing ever. It sounded like something Alex and Bruce would do, that Nicky wouldn’t even think to want. “Please.”

			“After breakfast.” When he would have protested, Bruce squeezed his hand. “You are too skinny to survive making love all day. You’re going to eat. Full stop.”

			“You think? It’s my crystal meth addict look.” It had been hard to accomplish at first, but he’d gotten used to hardly eating, to chewing on his fingernails and being paranoid. It had become second nature.

			“Yeah, that sounds about right.” Bruce took in a deep breath, but before he could say anything their waiter arrived with two glasses of grapefruit juice and two coffees.

			“Your food’ll be along shortly,” the guy promised.

			“Thanks.” Alex sucked down the coffee black, the caffeine coursing through him.

			Bruce took a few sips of his juice, making a face before grinning. “Nicely sour.”

			God, some things never changed and suddenly he couldn’t breathe and he had to make himself sit still, force himself actually breathe and work through the panic.

			“You okay, babe?” Bruce asked. He always did seem to know.

			“Fine. Fine.” Alex managed to suck in a deep breath.

			“It’s always a bit of transition, coming home. I can’t imagine how much harder it’s going to be after eight months. You can share with me, though. I won’t judge—I just want to help.” Bruce touched his hand and softly stroked the backs of his fingers.

			“I was Nicky for a long time.” Alex knew that was a shit answer, but it was true. “Maybe too long.”

			“He can’t have you,” Bruce said, sounding very sure. “You’re my Alex.”

			“Am I?” He hoped so. He truly did.

			“You are. How much time off did they give you?” Bruce asked, twining their fingers together.

			Shit, that was right. Bruce didn’t know.

			“I...that’s complicated.” 

			One of Bruce’s eyebrows went up. “What does that mean?”

			“I retired. I quit.”

			“You what? Really? So you’re home for good? No more undercover?” Bruce sounded excited, but looked like he was trying to hold back his celebrations.

			“I didn’t pass my psych eval,” he admitted. “There’s an offer from a software company to do private security.”

			“What does that mean you didn’t pass your psych eval?” 

			It was totally Bruce, too, that he would focus on Alex’s health.

			“Don’t worry about it.” Alex caught the waiter’s attention and motioned for more coffee.

			“You know I’m not going to be able to do that,” Bruce told him. “Worrying about you is my job.”

			The waiter brought his coffee, and their breakfast platters, cutting off more worry from Bruce. For now at least. 

			Alex ate the bacon first, moaning deep in his chest at the flavor. Oh, so good. He’d hadn’t just forgotten how good food tasted, he’d forgotten what it was like to be able to sit and enjoy a meal, not have to furtively wolf it down, knowing a bullet or some other problem could be right around the corner, aimed right at him.

			Bruce buttered his pancakes for him and poured on maple syrup, giving him a knowing look. “You’re eating the whole plate of food.”

			“Bossy old man.”

			That made Bruce chuckle. “I think it’s the old I take offence to in that sentence.”

			God, Alex had missed that laugh.

			Bruce prepped his own pancakes and cut up his sausage, eating the two items together. After the first mouthful, he pointed at Alex’s plate. “Eat.”

			He’d finished the bacon and the rest of the plate seemed huge. “Uh-huh. Missed you.”

			“Don’t try and distract me—I’ll feed you if I have to.”

			“I can manage. I promise.” Alex slathered blackberry jam on a piece of toast.

			Bruce went back to eating his own breakfast, but he was keeping an eye on Alex, Alex could tell. He knew when he was being watched, even when it was benevolent instead of malevolent. He dug in then and after the first bite, his stomach went from unsure about all this food to more than eager to be filled.

			In the end, Alex ate about half his food before he started slowing down. His watchful lover eased, obviously happy enough with his progress.

			“So you’ve been offered a job doing private security? What does that entail?” Bruce asked.

			“I don’t know, exactly. Walking around in a suit and growling at people, mostly.” He guessed, anyway. It wasn’t the same as being a cop at all, no matter that folks called security guards rent-a-cops.

			“You? Growl?” Bruce shook his head with a patently false look of sorrow on his face. “I guess you won’t be getting the job if that’s a requirement.”

			“Grr arrgh.” He did his worst zombie impersonation.

			It made Bruce laugh, though, and that’s what he’d been going for. It felt good, seeing those blue eyes lit up with pleasure, and smiling at him.

			“Can I get the rest to go, please?” Alex asked. There was no way he was going to be able to stuff the rest down without throwing it back up again.

			“Yeah, we’ll get them to pack up my leftovers as well and we can feed off it when we’re hungry later on. All the lovemaking I have planned is going to take a lot of energy.”
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